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CHAPTER  XYI 

WAR 

Who,  when  they  slash  and  cut  to  pieces, 
Do  80  with  civilest  addresses. 

There  is  no  power  so  subtle  and  so  strong 
as  that  of  association.  We  have  learnt  to 
associate  mustard  with  beef,  and  therefore 
mustard  shall  be  eaten  with  beef  until  the 
day  wherein  the  lion  shall  lie  down  with  the 
lamb. 

Miss  Millicent  Chyne  became  aware,  as  the 
year  advanced  towards  the  sere   and  yellow 
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leaf,  that  in  opposing  her  wayward  will  in 
single  combat  against  a  simple  little  associa- 
tion in  the  public  mind  she  was  undertaking 
a  somewhat  herculean  task. 

Society — itself  an  association — is  the  slave 
of  a  word,  and  society  had  acquired  the  habit 
of  couphng  the  names  of  Sir  John  Meredith 
and  Lady  Cantourne.  They  belonged  to  the 
same  generation ;  they  had  similar  tastes ; 
they  were  both  of  some  considerable  power  in 
the  world  of  leisured  pleasure ;  and,  lastly, 
they  amused  each  other.  The  result  is  not 
far  to  seek.  Wherever  the  one  was  invited, 
the  other  was  considered  to  be  in  demand  ; 
and  Millicent  found  herself  face  to  face  with 
a  huge  difficulty. 

Sir  John  was  distinctly  in  the  way.  He 
had  a  keener  eye  than  the  majority  of  young 
men,  and  occasionally  exercised  the  old  man's 
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privilege  of  saying  outright  things  which,  de- 
spite theory,  are  better  left  unsaid.    Moreover, 
the  situation  was  ill- defined,  and  an  ill-defined 
situation  does  not  improve  in  the   keeping. 
Sir  John  said  sharp  things — too  sharp  even 
for  ]\iillicent — and,  in  addition  to  the  original 
grudge  begotten  of  his  quarrel  with-  Jack  and 
its  result,  the  girl  nourished  an  ever-present 
feeling  of  resentment  at  a  persistency  in  mis- 
understanding her  of  which  she  shrewdly  sus- 
pected the  existence. 

Perhaps  the  worst  of  it  was  that  Sir  John 
never  said  anything  which  could  be  construed 
into  direct  disapproval.  He  merely  indicated, 
in  passing,  the  possession  of  a  keen  eyesight 
coupled  with  the  embarrassing  faculty  of  add- 
ing together  correctly  two  small  numerals. 

When,  therefore,  Millicent  allowed  herself 
to  be  assisted  from  the  carriage  at  the  door  of 
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a  large  midland  country  house  by  an  eager 
and  lively  little  French  baron  of  her  acquaint- 
ance, she  was  disgusted  but  not  surprised  to 
see  a  well-known  figure  leaning  gracefully  on 
a  bilUard-cue  in  the  hall. 

'  I  wish  I  could  think  that  this  pleasure 
was  mutual,'  said  Sir  John  with  his  courtliest 
smile,  as  he  bowed  over  Millicent's  hand. 

'  It  might  be,'  with  a  coquettish  glance. 

'If ?' 

'  If  I  were  not  afraid  of  you.' 

Sir  John  turned,  smiling,  to  greet  Lady 
Cantourne.  He  did  not  appear  to  have  heard, 
but  in  reality  the  remark  had  made  a  dis- 
tinct impression  on  him.  It  signalised  a  new 
departure — the  attack  at  a  fresh  quarter. 
Millicent  had  tried  most  methods — and  she 
possessed  many — hitherto  in  vain.  She  had 
attempted  to  coax  him  with  a  filial  playfulness 
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of  demeanour,  to  dazzle  him  by  a  brilliancy 
whictL  had  that  effect  upon  the  majority  of 
men  in  her  train,  to  win  him  by  respectful 
affection  ;  but  the  result  had  been  failure. 
She  w^as  now  bringing  her  last  reserve  up  to 
the  front  ;  and  tliere  are  few  things  more 
dangerous,  even  to  an  old  campaigner,  than  a 
confession  of  fear  from  the  lips  of  a  pretty 
girl. 

Sir  John  Meredith  gave  himself  a  little 
jerk — a  throw  back  of  the  shoulders  which 
was  habitual — which  might  have  been  a  tribute 
either  to  Millicent  behind,  or  to  Lady  Can- 
tourne  in  front. 

The  pleasantest  part  of  existence  in  a  large 
country  house  full  of  visitors  is  the  facihty 
with  which  one  may  avoid  those  among  the 
guests  for  whom  one  has  no  sympathy.  Milli- 
cent managed  very  well  to  avoid  Sir   John 
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Meredith.  The  baron  was  her  slave — at  least 
he  said  so — and  she  easily  kept  him  at  her 
beck  and  call  during  the  first  evening. 

It  would  seem  that  that  strange  hollow 
energy  of  old  age  had  laid  its  hand  upon  Sir 
John  Meredith,  for  he  was  the  first  to  appear 
in  the  breakfast-room  the  next  morning.  He 
went  straight  to  the  sideboard  where  the 
letters  and  newspapers  lay  in  an  orderly 
heap.  It  is  a  question  whether  he  had  not 
come  down  early  on  purpose  to  look  for  a 
letter.  Perhaps  he  could  not  stay  in  his  bed 
with  the  knowledge  that  the  postman  had 
called.  He  was  possibly  afraid  to  ask  his 
old  servant  to  go  down  and  fetch  his 
letters. 

His  bent  and  knotted  hands  fumbled 
among  the  correspondence,  and  suddenly  his 
twitching  lips  were  still.     A  strange  stillness 
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indeed  overcame  his  whole  face,  turning  it  to 
stone.  The  letter  was  there ;  it  had  come, 
but  it  was  not  addressed  to  him. 

Sir  John  Meredith  took  up  the  missive ; 
he  looked  at  the  back,  turned  it,  and  ex- 
amined the  handwriting  of  his  own  son. 
There  was  a  whole  volume — filled  with 'pride, 
and  love,  and  unquenchable  resolve — written 
on  his  face.  He  threw  the  letter  down 
among  its  fellows,  and  his  hand  went 
fumbling  weakly  at  his  lips.  He  gazed, 
blinking  his  lashless  lids,  at  the  heap  of 
letters,  and  the  corner  of  another  envelope 
presently  arrested  his  attention.  It  was  of 
the  same  paper,  of  the  same  shape  and  hue, 
as  that  addressed  to  Miss  Chyne.  Sir  John 
drew  a  deep  breath,  and  reached  out  his 
hand.  The  letter  had  come  at  last.  At  last, 
thank  God  1     And  how  weakly  ready  he  was 
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to  grasp  at  the  olive  branch  held  out  to  him 
across  a  continent ! 

He  took  the  letter ;  he  made  a  step 
with  it  towards  the  door,  seeking  solitude ; 
then,  as  an  afterthought,  he  looked  at  the 
superscription.  It  was  addressed  to  the  same 
person.  Miss  Chyne,  but  in  a  different  hand- 
writing— the  handwriting  of  a  man  well 
educated,  but  little  used  to  wielding  the 
pen. 

'The  other,'  mumbled  Sir  John.  'The 
other  man,  by  God  ! ' 

And,  with  a  smile  that  sat  singularly 
on  his  withered  face,  he  took  up  a  news- 
paper and  went  towards  the  fireplace,  where 
he  sat  stiffly  in  an  armchair,  taking  an  enor- 
mous interest  in  the  morning's  news.  He 
read  a  single  piece  of  news  three  times  over, 
and  a  fourth  time  in  a  whisper,  so  as  to  rivet 
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his  attention  upon  it.  He  would  not  admit 
that  he  was  worsted — would  not  humble  his 
pride  even  before  the  ornaments  on  the 
mantelpiece. 

Before  Millicent  came  down,  looking  very 
fresh  and  pretty  in  her  tweed  dress,  the 
butler  had  sorted  the  letters.  There  were 
only  two  upon  her  plate — the  twin  envelopes 
addressed  by  different  hands.  Sir  John  was 
talking  with  a  certain  laboured  lightness  to 
Lady  Cantourne,  when  that  lady's  niece 
came  into  the  room.  He  was  watching 
keenly.  There  was  a  certain  amount  of 
interest  in  the  question  of  those  two 
envelopes,  as  to  which  she  would  open 
first.  She  looked  at  each  in  turn,  glanced 
furtively  towards  Sir  John,  made  a  suitable 
reply  to  some  remark  addressed  to  her  by 
the  baron,    and   tore   open  Jack's   envelope. 
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There  was  a  gravity — a  concentrated  gravity 
— about  her  lips  as  she  unfolded  the  thin 
paper ;  and  Sir  John,  who  knew  the  world 
and  tlie  little  all-important  trifles  thereof, 
gave  an  impatient  sigh.  It  is  the  little  trifle 
that  betrays  the  man,  and  not  the  larger 
issues  of  life  in  which  we  usually  follow 
precedent.  It  was  that  passing  gravity  (of 
the  lips  only)  that  told  Sir  John  more  about 
Millicent  Chyne  than  she  herself  knew,  and 
what  he  had  learnt  did  not  seem  to  be  to  his 
liking. 

There  is  nothing  so  disquieting  as  the 
unknown  motive,  which  disquietude  was  Sir 
John's  soon  after  breakfast.  The  other  men 
dispersed  to  put  on  gaiters  and  cartridge- 
bags,  and  the  old  aristocrat  took  his  news- 
paper on  to  the  terrace. 

Millicent  followed  him  almost  at  once. 
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'Sir  John,'  she  said,  'I  have  had  a  letter 
from  Africa.' 

Did  she  take  it  for  granted  that  he  knew 
this  already  ?  Was  this  spontaneous  ?  Had 
Jack  told  her  to  do  it  ? 

These  questions  flashed  through  the  old 
man's  mind  as  his  eyes  rested  on  her  pretty 
face. 

He  was  beginning  to  be  afraid  of  this 
girl :  which  showed  his  wisdom.  For  the 
maiden  beautiful  is  a  stronger  power  in  the 
world  than  the  strong  man.  The  proof  of 
which  is  that  she  gets  her  own  way  more 
often  than  the  strong  man  gets  his. 

'  From  Africa  ?  '  repeated  Sir  John  Mere- 
dith with  a  twitching  lip.  '  And  from  whom 
is  your  letter,  my  dear  young  lady  ? ' 

His  face  was  quite  still,  his  old  eyes 
steady,  as  he  waited  for  the  answer. 
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'  From  Jack.' 

Sir  John  winced  inwardly.  Outwardly  he 
smiled  and  folded  his  newspaper  upon  his 
knees. 

'  Ah,  from  my  brilliant  son.  That  is 
interesting.' 

'Have  you  had  one?'  she  asked  in 
prompt  payment  of  his  sarcasm. 

Sir  John  Meredith  looked  up  with  a  queer 
little  smile.  He  admired  the  girl's  spirit.  It 
was  the  smile  of  the  fencer  on  touching  worthy 
steel. 

'No,  my  dear  young  lady,  I  have  not. 
Mr.  John  Meredith  does  not  find  time  to  write 
to  me — but  he  draws  his  allowance  from  the 
bank  with  a  filial  regularity.' 

Millicent  had  the  letter  in  her  hand.  She 
made  it  crinkle  in  her  fingers  within  a  foot  of 
the  old  gentleman's  face.     A   faint  odour  of 
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the  scent  she  used  reached  his  nostrils.  He 
drew  back  a  little  as  if  he  disliked  it.  His 
feeling  for  her  almost  amounted  to  a  repug- 
nance. 

*  I  thought  you  might  like  to  hear  that  he 
is  well/  she  said  gently.  She  was  reading  the 
address  on  the  envelope,  and  again  he  saw 
that  look  of  concentrated  gravity  which  made 
him  feel  uneasy  for  reasons  of  his  own, 

'  It  is  very  kind  of  you  to  throw  me  even 
that  crumb  from  your  richly-stored  intellec- 
tual table.  I  am  very  glad  to  hear  that  he  is 
well.  A  whole  long  letter  from  him  must  be 
a  treat  indeed.' 

She  thought  of  a  proverb  relating  to 
the  grapes  that  are  out  of  reach,  but  said 
nothing. 

It  was  the  fashion  that  year  to  wear  little 
flyaway  jackets  with  a  coquettish  pocket  on 
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eacli  side.  Millicent  was  wearing  one  of  them, 
and  slie  now  became  aware  that  Sir  John  had 
glanced  more  than  once  ^vith  a  certain  signi- 
ficance towards  her  left  liand,  which  happened 
to  be  in  that  pocket.  It,  moreover,  happened 
that  Guy  Oscard's  letter  was  in  the  same 
receptacle. 

Slie  withdrew  the  hand  and  changed 
colour  slightly  as  she  became  conscious  that 
the  corner  of  the  envelope  was  protruding. 

'  I  suppose  that  by  this  time,'  said  Sir 
John  pleasantly,  '  you  are  quite  an  authority 
upon  African  matters  ?  ' 

His  manner  was  so  extremely  conversa- 
tional and  innocent  that  she  did  not  think  it 
necessary  to  look  for  an  inner  meaning.  She 
was  relieved  to  find  that  the  two  men,  having 
actually  met,  spoke  of  each  other  frankly.  It 
was  evident  that  Guy  Oscard  could  be  trusted 
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to  keep  his  promise,  and  Jack  Meredith 
was  not  the  man  to  force  or  repose  a  confi^ 
dence. 

'  He  does  not  tell  me  much  about  Africa/ 
she  replied,  determined  to  hold  her  ground. 
She  was  engaged  to  be  married  to  Jack 
.Meredith,  and,  whether  Sir  John  chose  to 
iornore  the  fact  or  not,  she  did  not  mean  to 
admit  that  the  subject  should  be  tabooed. 

'  No — ^I  suppose  he  has  plenty  to  tell  you 
about  himself  and  his  prospects  ?  ' 

'  Yes,  he  has.  His  prospects  are  not  so 
hopeless  as  you  think/ 

'  My  dear  Miss  Chyne,'  protested  Sir  John, 
'  I  know  nothing  about  his  prospects  beyond 
the  fact  that,  when  I  am  removed  from  this 
sphere  of  activity,  he  will  come  into  possession 
of  my  title,  such  as  it  is,  and  my  means,  such 
as  they  are.' 
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'  Then  you  attach  no  importance  to  the 
work  he  is  inaugurating  in  Africa  ?  ' 

'Not  the  least.  I  did  not  even  know 
that  he  was  endeavouring  to  work.  T  only- 
trust  it  is  not  manual  labour — it  is  so  injurious 
to  the  finger-nails.  I  have  no  sympathy  with 
a  gentleman  who  imagines  that  manual  labour 
is  compatible  with  his  position,  provided  that 
he  does  not  put  his  hand  to  the  plough  in 
England.  Is  not  there  something^  in  the 
Scriptures  about  a  man  putting  his  hand  to 
the  plough  and  looking  back?  If  Jack 
undertakes  any  work  of  that  description,  I 
trust  that  he  will  recognise  the  fact  that  he 
forfeits  his  position  by  doing  so.' 

'  It  is  not  manual  labour — I  can  assure 
you  of  that.' 

'  I  am  glad  to  hear  it.  He  probably  sells 
printed  cottons  to  the  natives,  or  exchanges 
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wrought  metal  for  ivory — an  intellectual  craft. 
But  he  is  gaining  experience,  and  I  suppose 
he  thinks  he  is  oroins^  to  make  a  fortune.' 

It  happened  that  this  was  precisely  the 
thought  expressed  by  Jack  Meredith  in  the 
letter  in  Millicent's  hand. 

'  He  is  sanguine,'  she  admitted. 

'  Of  course.  Quite  right.  Pray  do  not 
discourage  him — if  you  find  time  to  ^vrite. 
But  between  you  and  me,  my  dear  Miss  Chyne, 
fortunes  are  not  made  in  Africa.  I  am  an  old 
man,  and  I  have  some  experience  of  the 
world.  That  part  of  it  which  is  called  Africa 
is  not  the  place  where  fortunes  are  made.  It 
is  as  different  from  India  as  chalk  is  from 
cheese,  if  you  will  permit  so  vulgar  a  simile.' 

Millicent's  face  dropped. 

'But  some  people  have  made  fortunes 
there.' 

VOL.    II.  C 
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'  Yes — in  slaves  !  But  that  interesting 
coramerce  is  at  an  end.  However,  so  long  as 
my  son  does  not  suffer  in  health,  I  suppose 
we  must  be  thankful  that  he  is  creditably 
employed.' 

He  rose  as  he  spoke. 

'  I  see,'  he  went  on,  '  your  amiable  friend 
the  baron  approaching  with  lawn-tennis  neces- 
saries. It  is  wonderful  that  our  neighbours 
never  learn  to  keep  their  enthusiasm  for  lawn- 
tennis  in  bounds  until  the  afternoon.' 

With  that  he  left  her,  and  the  baron  came 
to  the  conclusion,  before  very  long,  that 
something  had  '  contraried '  the  charming 
Miss  Chyne.  The  truth  was  that  Millicent 
was  bitterly  disappointed.  The  idea  of 
failure  had  never  entered  her  head  since 
Jack's  letters,  full  of  hfe  and  energy,  had 
beo-un  to  arrive.     Sir  John  Meredith  was  a 
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man  whose  words  commanded  respect — 
partly  because  he  was  an  old  man  whose 
powers  of  perception  had  as  yet  apparently 
retained  their  full  force,  and  the  vast  ex- 
perience of  life  which  was  his  could  hardly 
be  overrated.  Man's  prime  is  that  period 
when  the  widest  experience  and  the  keenest 
perception  meet. 

MiUicent  Chyne  had  lulled  herself  into  a 
false  security.  She  had  taken  it  for  granted 
that  Jack  would  succeed,  and  would  return 
rich  and  prosperous  within  a  few  months. 
Upon  this  pleasant  certainty  Sir  John  had 
oast  a  doubt,  and  she  could  hardly  treat  his 
words  with  contempt.  She  had  almost 
forgotten  Guy  Oscard's  letter.  Across  a 
hemisphere  Jack  Meredith  was  a  stronger 
influence  in  her  life  than  Oscard. 

While  she  sat  on  the  terrace  and  flirted 

c  2 
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with  the  baron  she  reflected  hurriedly  over 
the  situation.  She  was,  she  argued  to 
herself,  not  in  any  way  engaged  to  Guy 
Oscard.  If  he  in  an  unguarded  moment 
should  dare  to  mention  such  a  possibility  to 
Jack,  it  would  be  quite  easy  to  contradict  the 
statement  with  convincing  heat.  But  in  her 
heart  she  was  sure  of  Guy  Oscard.  One  of 
the  worst  traits  in  the  character  of  an 
unfaithful  woman  is  the  readiness  with  which 
she  trades  upon  the  faithfulness  of  men. 
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CHAPTER  XVn 

UNDERHAND 

The  offender  never  pardons. 

Victor  Durnovo  lingered  on  at  Loango.  He 
elaborated  and  detailed  to  all  interested,  and 
to  some  whom  it  did  not  concern,  many 
excuses  for  his  delay  in  returning  to  his 
expedition,  lying  supine  and  attendant  at 
Msala.  It  was  by  now  an  open  secret  on  the 
coast  that  a  great  trading  expedition  was 
about  to  ascend  the  Ogowe  river,  with,  it 
was  whispered,  a  fortune  awaiting  it  in  the 
dim  perspective  of  Central  Africa. 

Durnovo  had  already  built  up  for  himself 
a  reputation.     He  was  known  as  one  of  the 
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foremost  ivory  traders  on  the  coast — a  man 
capable  of  standing  against  those  enormous 
chmatic  risks  before  which  his  competitors 
surely  fell  sooner  or  later.  His  knowledge  of 
the  interior  was  unrivalled,  his  power  over 
the  natives  a  household  word.  Great  things 
were  therefore  expected,  and  Durnovo  found 
himself  looked  up  to  and  respected  in  Loango 
with  that  friendly  worship  which  is  only  to 
be  acquired  by  the  possession  or  prospective 
possession  of  vast  wealth. 

It  is  possible  even  in  Loango  to  have  a 
fling,  but  the  carouser  must  be  prepared  to 
face,  even  in  the  midst  of  his  revelry,  the 
haunting  thought  that  the  exercise  of  the 
strictest  economy  in  any  other  part  of 
the  world  might  be  a  preferable  pastime. 

During  the  three  days  following  his 
arrival  Victor  Durnovo   indulged,  according 
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to  his  lights,  in  the  doubtful  pleasure  men- 
tioned. He  purchased  at  the  best  factory 
the  best  clothes  obtainable ;  he  lived  like  a 
fighting  cock  in  the  one  so-called  hotel — a 
house  chiefly  affected  and  supported  by 
ship- captains.  He  spent  freely  of  money 
that  was  not  his,  and  imagined  himself  to 
be  leading  the  life  of  a  gentleman.  He  rode 
round  on  a  hired  horse  to  call  on  his  friends, 
and  on  the  afternoon  of  the  sixth  day  he 
alighted  from  this  quadruped  at  the  gate  of 
the  Gordons'  bungalow. 

He  knew  that  Maurice  Gordon  had  left 
that  morning  on  one  of  his  frequent  visits  to  a 
neighbouring  sub-factory.  Nevertheless,  he 
expressed  surprise  when  the  servant  gave  him 
the  information. 

'  Miss  Gordon,'  he  said,  tapping  his  boot 
with  a  riding-whip  :  '  is  she  in  ?  ' 
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'  Yes,  sir.' 

A  few  minutes  later  Jocelyn  came  into  the 
drawing-room,  where  he  was  waiting  with  a 
brazen  face  and  a  sinking  heart.  Somehow 
the  very  room  had  power  to  bring  him  down 
towards  his  own  leveL  When  he  set  eyes  on 
Jocelyn,  in  her  fair  Saxon  beauty,  he  regained 
aplomb. 

She  appeared  to  be  rather  glad  to  see 
him. 

'I  thought,'  she  said,  '  that  you  had  gone 
back  to  the  expedition  ?  ' 

And  Victor  Durnovo's  boundless  conceit 
substituted  '  feared  '  for  '  thought.' 

'  Not  without  coming  to  say  good-bye,'  he 
answered.     '  It  is  not  likely.' 

Just  to  demonstrate  how  fully  he  felt  at 
ease,  he  took  a  chair  without  waiting  for  an 
invitation,  and  sat  tapping  his  boot  with  his 
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whip,  looking  lier  furtively  up  and  down  all 
the  while  with  an  appraising  eye. 

'  And  when  do  you  go  ? '  she  asked,  with 
a  subtle  change  in  her  tone  which  did  not 
penetrate  his  mental  epidermis. 

'  I  suppose  in  a  few  days  now ;  but  I'll  let 
you  know  all  right,  never  fear.' 

Victor  Durnovo  stretched  out  his  legs  and 
made  himself  quite  at  home  ;  but  Jocelyn  did 
not  sit  down.  On  the  contrary,  she  remained 
standing,  persistently  and  significantly. 

'  Maurice  gone  away  ?  '  he  inquired. 

'  Yes.' 

'  And  left  you  all  alone,'  in  a  tone  of  light 
badinage,  which  fell  rather  flat,  on  stony 
ground. 

'  I  am  accustomed  to  being  left,'  she 
answered  gravely. 

'  I  don't  quite  hke  it,  you  know.' 
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'Youf 

She  looked  at  him  with  a  steady  surprise 
which  made  him  feel  a  trifle  uncomfortable.' 

'  Well,  you  know,'  he  was  forced  to  ex- 
plain, shuffling  the  while  uneasily  in  his  chair 
and  dropping  his  whip,  '  one  naturally  takes 
an  interest  in  one's  friends'  welfare.  You  and 
Maurice  are  the  best  friends  I  have  in  Loango. 
I  often  speak  to  Maurice  about  it.  It  isn't  as 
if  there  was  an  English  garrison,  or  anything 
like  that.     I  don't  trust  these  nigfcrers  a  bit.' 

'  Perhaps  you  do  not  understand  them  ?  ' 
suggested  she,  gently. 

She  moved  away  from  him  as  far  as  she 
could  get.  Every  moment  increased  her  re- 
pugnance for  his  presence. 

'  I  don't  think  Maurice  would  endorse 
that,'  he  said  with  a  conceited  laugh. 

She  winced  at  the  familiar  mention  of  her 
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brother's  name,  which  was  probably  mten= 
tional,  and  her  old  fear  of  this  man  came  back 
with  renewed  force. 

'  I  don't  think,'  he  went  on, '  that  Maurice's 
estimation  of  my  humble  self  is  quite  so  low 
as  yours.' 

She  gave  a  nervous  little  laugh. 

'  Maurice  has  always  spoken  of  you  with 
gratitude,'  she  said. 

'  To  deaf  ears,  eh  ?  Yes,  he  has  reason  to 
be  grateful,  though  perhaps  I  ought  not  to 
say  it.  I  have  put  him  into  several  very  good 
things  on  the  coast,  and  it  is  in  my  power  to 
get  him  into  this  new  scheme.  It  is  a  big 
thing  ;  he  would  be  a  rich  man  in  no  time.' 

He  rose  from  his  seat  and  dehberately 
crossed  the  room  to  the  sofa  where  she  had 
sat  down,  where  he  reclined,  with  one  arm 
stretched  out  along  the  back  of  it  towards 
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her.  In  his  other  hand  he  held  his  riding- 
whip,  with  which  he  began  to  stroke  the  skirt 
of  her  dress,  wliich  reached  along  the  floor 
almost  to  his  feet. 

'  Would  you  like  him  to  be  in  it  ?  '  he 
asked,  with  a  meaning  glance  beneath  his 
lashes.  '  It  is  a  pity  to  throw  away  a  good 
chance  ;  his  position  is  not  so  very  secure, 
you  know.' 

She  gave  a  strange  little  hunted  glance 
round  the  room.  She  was  wedged  into  a 
corner,  and  could  not  rise  without  incurring 
the  risk  of  his  saying  something  she  did  not 
wish  to  hear.  Then  she  leant  forward  and 
deliberately  withdrew  her  dress  from  the  touch 
of  his  whip,  which  was  in  its  way  a  subtle 
caress. 

'Is  he  throwing  away  the  chance  ? '  she 
asked. 
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*  No,  but  you  are.' 

Then  slie  rose  from  her  seat,  and,  standing 
in  the  middle  of  the  room,  faced  him  with  a 
sudden  gleam  in  her  eyes. 

'  I  do  not  see  what  it  has  to  do 
with  me,'  she  said  ;  *  I  do  not  know 
anything  about  Maurice's  business  arrange- 
ments, and  very  little  about  his  business 
friends.' 

'  Then  let  me  tell  you,  Jocelyn — well,  then. 
Miss  Gordon  if  you  prefer  it — that  you  will 
know  more  about  one  of  his  business  friends 
before  you  have  finished  with  him.  I've  got 
Maurice  more  or  less  in  my  power  now,  and 
it  rests  with  you ' 

At  this  moment  a  shadow  darkened  the 
floor  of  the  verandah,  and  an  instant  later 
Jack  Meredith  walked  quietly  in  by  the 
window. 
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'  Enter,  young  man,'  he  said  dramatically, 
'  by  window — centre.' 

'  I  am  sorry,'  he  went  on  in  a  different 
tone  to  Jocelyn, '  to  come  in  this  unceremonious 
way,  but  the  servant  told  me  that  you  were  in 
the  verandah  with  Durnovo  and ' 

He  turned  towards  the  half-breed,  pausing. 

'  And  Durnovo  is  the  man  I  want,'  weighing 
on  each  word. 

Durnovo's  right  hand  was  in  his  jacket 
pocket.  Seeing  Meredith's  proffered  saluta- 
tion, he  slowly  withdrew  it  and  shook  hands. 

The  flash  of  hatred  was  still  in  his  eyes 
when  Jack  Meredith  turned  upon  him  with 
aggravating  courtesy.  The  pleasant  half- 
cynical  glance  wandered  from  Durnovo's  dark 
face  very  deliberately  down  to  his  jacket 
pocket,  where  the  stock  of  a  revolver  was 
imperfectly  concealed. 
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'  We  were  getting  anxious  about  you/  he 
explained,  '  seeing  that  you  did  not  come 
back.  Of  course,  we  knew  that  you  were 
capable  of  taking — care — of  yourself.' 

He  was  still  looking  innocently  at  the  tell- 
tale jacket  pocket,  and  Durnovo,  following 
the  direction  of  his  glance,  hastily  thrust  his 
hand  into  it. 

'  But  one  can  never  tell,  with  a  treacherous 
climate  like  this,  what  a  day  may  bring  forth. 
However,  I  am  glad  to  find  you  looking — so 
very  fit.' 

Victor  Durnovo  gave  an  awkward  little 
laugh,  extremely  conscious  of  the  factory 
clothes. 

'  Oh,  yes  ;  I'm  all  right,'  he  said.  '  I  was 
going  to  start  this  evening.' 

The  girl  stood  behind  them,  with  a  flush 
slowly  fading  from  her  face.     There  are  some 
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women  who  become  suddenly  beautiful — not 
by  the  glory  of  a  beautiful  thought,  not  by 
the  exaltation  of  a  lofty  virtue,  but  by  the 
mere,  practical  human  flush.  Jack  Meredith, 
when  he  took  his  eyes  from  Durnovo's,  glanc- 
ing at  Jocelyn,  suddenly  became  aware  of  the 
presence  of  a  beautiful  woman. 

The  crisis  was  past  ;  and  if  Jack  knew  it, 
so  also  did  Jocelyn.  She  knew  that  the 
imperturbable  gentlemanliness  of  the  English- 
man had  conveyed  to  the  more  passionate 
West  Indian  the  simple,  downright  fact  that 
in  a  lady's  drawing-room  there  was  to  be 
no  raised  voice,  no  itching  lingers,  no  flash 
of  fiery  eyes. 

'  Yes,'  he  said, '  that  will  suit  me  splendidly. 
We  will  travel  together.' 

He  turned  to  Jocelyn. 

'  I  hear  your  brother  is  away.^ 
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'Yes,  for  a  few  days.  He  has  gone  up 
the  coast.' 

Then  there  was  a  silence.  They  botli 
paused,  helping  each  other  as  if  by  pre- 
arrangement,  and  Victor  Durnovo  suddenly 
felt  that  he  must  go.  He  rose,  and  picked 
up  the  whip  which  he  had  dropped  on  tlie 
matting.  There  was  no  help  for  it — the 
united  wills  of  these  two  people  were  too 
strong  for  him. 

Jack  Meredith  passed  out  of  the  verandali 
with  him,  murmuring  something  about  giving 
him  a  leg  up.  While  they  were  walking  round 
the  house,  Victor  Durnovo  made  one  of  those 
hideous  mistakes  which  one  remembers  all 
through  life  with  a  sudden  rush  of  warm 
shame  and  self-contempt.  The  very  thinor 
that  was  uppermost  in  his  mind  to  be  avoided 

VOL.    II.  D 


34  WITH   EDGED   TOOLS 

suddenly  bubbled  to  his  lips,  almost,  it  would 
seem,  in  defiance  of  his  own  will. 

'  What  about  the  small — the  small-pox  ?  ' 
he  asked. 

'We  have  got  it  under,'  replied  Jack 
quietly.  '  We  had  a  very  bad  time  for  three 
days,  but  we  got  all  the  cases  isolated  and 
prevented  it  from  spreading.  Of  course,  we 
could  do  little  or  nothing  to  save  them  ;  they 
died.' 

Durnovo  had  the  air  of  a  whipped  dog. 
His  mind  was  a  blank.  He  simply  had 
nothing  to  say ;  the  humiliation  of  utter  self- 
contempt  was  his. 

'  You  need  not  be  afraid  to  come  back 
now,'  Jack  Meredith  went  on,  with  a  strange 
refinement  of  cruelty. 

And  that  was  all  he  ever  said  about  it. 

'  Will  it  be  convenient  for  you  to  meet  me 
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on  tlie  beach  at  four  o'clock  this  afternoon  ?  ' 
he  asked,  when  Durnovo  was  in  the  saddle, 

'  Yes.' 

'  All  right — four  o'clock.' 

He  turned  and  deliberately  went  back  to 
the  bungalow. 

There  are  some  friendships  where  the 
intercourse  is  only  the  seed  which  absence 
duly  germinates.  Jocelyn  Gordon  and  Jack 
had  parted  as  acquaintances ;  they  met  as 
friends.  There  is  no  explaining  these  things, 
for  there  is  no  gauging  the  depths  of  the 
human  mind.  There  is  no  getting  down  to 
the  little  bond  that  lies  at  the  bottom  of  the 
well — the  bond  of  sympathy.  There  is  no 
knowing  what  it  is  that  prompts  us  to  say, 
'  This  man,  or  this  woman,  of  all  the  millions, 
shall  be  my  friend.' 

'I  am  sorry,'  he   said,    'that    he    should 
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have  had  a  chance  of  causing  you  uneasiness 
again/ 

Jocelyn  remembered  that  all  her  life.  She 
remembers  still — and  Africa  has  slipped  away 
from  her  existence  for  ever.  It  is  one  of  the 
mental  photographs  of  her  memory,  standing 
out  clear  and  strong  amidst  a  host  of  minor 
recollections. 
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CHAPTER    XVIII 

A   REQUEST 

It  surely  was  my  profit  had  I  known, 

It  would  have  been  my  pleasure  had  I  seen. 

•  Why  did  he  come  back  ? ' 

Jocelyn  had  risen  as  if  to  intimate  that,  if 
he  cared  to  do  so,  they  would  sit  in  the 
verandah. 

'  Why  did  Mr.  Durnovo  come  back  ?  '  she 
repeated  ;  for  Jack  did  not  seem  to  have  heard 
the  question.  He  was  drawing  forward  a 
cane  cliair  with  the  leisurely  debonnair  grace 
tliat  was  his,  and,  before  replying,  he  con- 
sidered for  a  moment. 

'  To  get  quinine,'  he  answered. 


D»  WITH   EDGED   TOOLS 

Without  looking  at  her,  he  seemed  to 
divine  that  he  had  made  a  mistake.  He 
seemed  to  know  that  she  had  flushed  suddenly 
to  the  roots  of  her  hair,  with  a  distressed  look 
in  her  eyes.  The  reason  was  too  trivial.  She 
could  only  draw  one  conclusion. 

'  No,'  he  continued  ;  '  to  tell  you  the  truth, 
I  think  his  nerve  gave  way  a  little.  His 
health  is  undermined  by  this  climate.  He 
has  been  too  long  in  Africa.  We  have  had  a 
bad  time  at  Msala.  We  have  had  small-pox 
in  the  camp.  Oscard  and  I  have  been  doing 
doughty  deeds.  I  feel  convinced  that,  if  we 
applied  to  some  Society,  we  should  get  some- 
thing or  other — a  testimonial  or  a  monument 
■ — also  Joseph.' 

'  I  like  Joseph,'  she  said  in  a  low  tone. 

'  So  do  I.  If  circumstances  had  been 
different — if   Joseph    had   not   been   my   do- 
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mestic  servant — I  should  have  liked  him  for 
a  friend.' 

He  was  looking  straight  in  front  of  him 
with  a  singular  fixity.  It  is  possible  that  lie 
was  conscious  of  the  sidelong  scrutiny  which 
he  was  undergoing. 

'  And  you — you  have  been  all  right  ?  ' 
she  said  lightly. 

'  Oh,  yes,'  with  a  laugh.  '  I  have  not 
brought  the  infection  down  to  Loango',  you 
need  not  be  afraid  of  that.' 

For  a  moment  she  looked  as  if  she  were 
going  to  explain  that  she  was  not  '  afraid  of 
that.'  Then  she  changed  her  mind  and  let 
it  pass,  as  he  seemed  to  believe. 

'Joseph  constructed  a  disinfecting  room 
with  a  wood-smoke  fire,  or  something  of  that 
description,  and  he  has  been  disinfecting 
everything,  down  to  Oscard's  pipes.' 


40  WITH    EDGED    TOOLS 

She  gave  a  little  laugh,  which  stopped 
suddenly. 

'  Was  it  very  bad  ?  '  she  asked. 

'  Oh,  no.  We  took  it  in  time,  you  see. 
We  had  eleven  deaths.  And  now  we  are  all 
right.  We  are  only  waiting  for  Durnovo  to 
join,  and  then  we  shall  make  a  start.  Of 
course,  somebody  else  could  have  come  down 
for  the  quinine.' 

'  Yes.' 

He  glanced  at  her  beneath  his  lashes 
before  going  on. 

'  But,  as  Durnovo's  nerves  were  a  little 
shaken,  it — was  just  as  well,  don't  you  know, 
to  get  him  out  of  it  all.' 

'  I  suppose  he  got  himself  out  of  it  all  r ' 
she  said  quietly. 

'  Well — to  a  certain  extent.  With  our 
approval,  you  understand.' 
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Men  have  an  esprit  de  sexe  as  well  as 
Avomen.  Tliey  like  to  hustle  the  cowards 
throu£rh  with  the  crowd,  unobserved. 

*  It  is  a  strange  thing,'  said  Jocelyn,  with 
a  woman's  scorn  of  the  man  who  fears  those 
things  of  which  she  herself  has  no  sort  of 
dread, '  a  very  strange  thing,  that  Mr.  Durnovo 
said  nothing  about  it  down  here.  It  is  not 
known  in  Loango  that  you  had  small  pox  in 
tlie  camp.' 

'  Well,  you  see,  when  he  left  we  were  not 
quite  sure  about  it.' 

'  I  imagine  Mr.  Durnovo  knows  all  about 
small-pox.  AVe  all  do  on  this  coast.  He 
could  hardly  help  recognising  it  in  its  earliest 
stage.' 

She  turned  on  him  with  a  smile  which  he 
remembered  afterwards.  At  the  moment  he 
felt  rather  abashed,  as  if  he  had  been  cauGfht 
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in  a  very  maze  of  untruths.  He  did  not 
meet  her  eyes.  It  was  a  matter  of  pride 
with  him  that  he  was  equal  to  any  social 
emergency  that  might  arise.  He  had  always 
deemed  himself  capable  of  withholding  from 
the  whole  questioning  world  anything  that  he 
might  wish  to  withhold.  But  afterwards — 
later  in  his  life — he  remembered  that  look  in 
Jocelyn  Gordon's  face. 

'  Altogether,'  she  said,  with  a  peculiar 
little  contented  laugh,  'I  think  you  cannot 
keep  it  up  any  longer.  He  ran  away  from 
you  and  left  you  to  fight  against  it  alone. 
All  the  same,  it  was — nice — of  you  to  try 
and  screen  liim.  Very  nice,  but  I  do  not 
think  that  I  could  have  done  it  myself.  I 
suppose  it  was — noble — and  women  cannot 
be  noble/ 

'  No,   it   was   only  expedient.      The   best 
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way  to  take  the  world  is  to  wring  it  dry — 
not  to  try  and  convert  it  and  make  it  better, 
but  to  turn  its  vices  to  account.  That 
method  has  the  double  advantage  of  serving 
one's  purpose  at  the  time,  and  standing  as 
a  warning  later.  The  best  way  to  cure  vice 
is  to  turn  it  ruthlessly  to  one's  own  account. 
That  is  what  we  are  doing  with  Durnovo. 
His  little  idiosyncrasies  will  turn  in  witness 
against  him  later  on.' 

She  shook  her  head  in  disbelief. 

*  Your  practice  and  your  theory  do  not 
agree,'  she  said. 

There  was  a  little  pause  ;  then  she  turned 
to  him  gravely. 

'  Have  you  been  vaccinated  ? '  she  asked. 

'In  the  days  of  my  baptism,  wherein  I 
was  made ' 

'  No      doubt,'     she     interrupted      impa- 


44  WITH    EDGED   TOOLS 

tiently,  '  but  since  ?     Have  you   had  it  done 
lately  P ' 

'  Just  before  I  came  away  from  England. 
My  tailor  urged  it  so  strongly.  He  said  that 
lie  had  made  outfits  for  many  gents  going  to 
Africa,  and  they  had  all  made  their  wills  and 
been  vaccinated.  For  reasons  which  are  too 
painful  to  dwell  upon  in  these  pages  I  could 
not  make  a  will,  so  I  was  enthusiastically 
vaccinated.' 

'  And  have  you  all  the  medicines  you  will 
require  ?     Hid  you  really  want  that  quinine  ?  ' 
There  was  a  practical  common-sense  an- 
xiety in   the  way  she  asked  these    questions 
which  made  him  answer  gravely. 

'  All,  thanks.  We  did  not  really  want  the 
quinine,  but  we  can  do  with  it.  Oscard  is 
our  doctor  ;  he  is  really  very  good.  He  looks 
it  all  up   in  a   book,  puts    all    the    negative 
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symptoins  on  one  side,  and  the  positive  on 
the  other — adds  them  all  up,  then  deducts 
the  smaller  from  the  larger,  and  treats  what 
is  left  of  the  patient  accordingly.' 

She  laughed  more  with  the  view  of  pleasing 
him  than  from  a  real  sense  of  the  ludicrous. 

'  I  do  not  beheve,'  she  said,  '  that  you 
know  the  risks  you  are  running  into.  Even 
in  the  short  time  that  Maurice  and  I  have 
been  here  we  have  learnt  to  treat  the  climate 
of  Western  Africa  with  a  proper  respect.  We 
have  known  so  many  people  who  have — 
succumbed.' 

'  Yes,  but  I  do  not  mean  to  do  that.  In 
a  way,  Durnovo's — what  shall  we  call  it  ? — 
lack  of  nerve  is  a  great  safeguard.  He  will 
not  run  into  any  danger.' 

'  Ko,  but  he  might  run  you  into  it.' 

'  Not  a  second  time,  Miss  Gordon.     Not  if 
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we  know  it.  Oscard  mentioned  a  desire  to 
wrinfT  Durnovo's  neck.  I  am  afraid  he  will 
do  it  one  of  these  days.' 

'  The  mistake  that  most  people  make,'  the 
girl  went  on  more  lightly,  'is  a  want  of  care. 
You  cannot  be  too  careful,  you  know,  in 
Africa.' 

'  I  am  careful ;  I  have  reason  to  be.' 

She  was  looking  at  him  steadily,  her  blue 
eyes  searching  his. 

'  Yes  ?  '  she  said  slowly,  and  there  were  a 
thousand  questions  in  the  word. 

'  It  would  be  very  foolish  of  me  to  be 
otherwise,'  he  said.  '  I  am  enijaCTed  to  be 
married,  and  I  came  out  here  to  make  the 
wherewithal.  This  expedition  is  an  expedi- 
tion to  seek  the  wherewithal.' 

'  Yes,'  she  said,  '  and  therefore  you  must 
be  more  careful  than  anyone  else.     Because, 
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you  see,  your  life  is  something  which  does 
not  belong  to  you,  but  with  which  you  are 
trusted.  I  mean,  if  there  is  anything  dangerous 
to  be  done,  let  someone  else  do  it.  What  is 
she  Hke  ?     What  is  her  name  ?  ' 

'  Her  name  is  Millicent — Millicent  Chyne.' 

'  And — what  is  she  like  ?  ' 

He  leant  back,  and,  interlocking  his  fingers, 
stretched  his  arms  out  with  the  palms  of  his 
hands  outward — a  habit  of  his  when  asked  a 
question  needing  consideration. 

'  She  is  of  medium  height ;  her  hair  is 
brown.  Her  worst  enemy  admits,  I  believe, 
that  she  is  pretty.  Of  course,  I  am  convinced 
of  it.' 

'  Of  course,'  replied  Jocelyn  steadily. 
'  That  is  as  it  should  be.  And  I  have  no 
doubt  that  you  and  her  worst  enemy  are  both 
quite  right.' 
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He  nodded  cheerfully,  indicating  a  great 
faith  in  liis  own  judgment  on  the  matter  under 
discussion. 

'  I  am  afraid,'  he  said,  *  that  I  have  not 
a  photograph.  That  would  be  the  correct 
thing,  would  it  not  ?  I  ought  to  have  one 
always  with  me  in  a  locket  round  my  neck,  or 
somewhere.  A  curiously-Avrought  locket  is 
tliC  correct  thing,  I  believe.  People  in  books 
usually  carry  something  of  that  description — 
and  it  is  always  curiously  wrought.  I  don't 
know  where  they  buy  them.' 

'  I  think  they  are  usually  inherited,'  sug- 
gested Jocelyn. 

'  I  suppose  they  are,'  he  went  on  in  the 
same  semi-serious  tone.  '  And  then  I  ought 
to  have  it  always  ready  to  clasp  in  my  dying 
hand,  where  Joseph  would  find  it  and  wipe 
away  a  furtive  tear  as  he  buried  me.     It  is  a 
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pity.  I  am  afraid  I  inherited  nothing  from 
my  ancestors  except  a  very  practical  mind.' 

'  I  should  have  liked  very  much  to  see  a 
photograph  of  Miss  Chyne,'  said  Jocelyn,  who 
liad,  apparently,  not  been  listening. 

'  I  hope  some  day  you  will  see  herself,  at 
home  in  England.  For  you  have  no  abiding 
city  here.' 

'  Only  a  few  more  years  now.  Has  she 
— are  her  parents  living  ?  ' 

'  No,  they  are  both  dead.  Indian  people 
they  were.  Indian  people  have  a  tragic  way 
of  dying  young.  ]\Iillicent  lives  with  her 
aunt.  Lady  Cantourne.  And  Lady  Cantourne 
ought  to  have  married  my  respected  father.' 

'  Why  did  she  not  do  so  ? ' 

He  shrugged  his  shoulders — paused — sat 
up  and  flicked  a  large  moth  off  the  arm  of  his 
chair.     Then, 
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'Miss  Gordon,  will  you  do  something  for 
me  ?  ' 

'  With  pleasure.' 

He  tore  a  leaf  from  his  pocket-book,  and, 
going  to  the  table,  he  wrote  on  the  paper  with 
a  pencil  pendent  at  his  watch-chain. 

'  The  last  few  days,'  he  explained  while 
he  wrote,  -have  awakened  me  to  the  lamentable 
fact  that  human  life  is  rather  an  uncertain 
affair.' 

He  came  towards  her,  holding  out  the 
paper. 

'  If  you  hear — if  anything  happens  to  me, 
would  you  be  so  kind  as  to  write  to  Millicent, 
and  tell  her  of  it  ?     That  is  tlie  address.' 

She  took  the  paper,  and  read  the  address 
with  a  dull  sort  of  interest. 

'Yes/  she  said.  '  Yes,  if  you  like.  But — 
liothing  must  happen  to  you.' 
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There  was  a  slight  unsteadiness  in  her 
voice  which  made  her  stop  suddenly.  She 
did  not  fold  the  paper,  but  continued  to  read 
the  address. 

'  No,'  he  said,  '  nothing  will.  But  would 
you  not  despise  a  man  who  could  not  screw 
up  his  courage  to  face  the  possibility  ? ' 

He  wondered  what  she  was  thinking  about, 
for  she  did  not  seem  to  hear  him. 

A  clock  in  the  drawing-room  behind  them 
struck  the  half-hour,  and  the  sound  seemed  to 
recall  her  to  the  present. 

'  Are  you  going  now  ?  '  she  asked. 

*yes,'  he  answered,  vaguely  puzzled. 
'  Yes,  I  must  go  now.' 

She  rose,  and  for  a  moment  he  held  her 
hand.  He  was  distinctly  conscious  of  some- 
thing left  unsaid — of  many  things.  He  even 
paused  on  the  edge  of  the  verandah,  trying  to 
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'Miss  Gordon,  will  you  do  something  for 
me  ?  ' 

'  With  pleasure/ 

He  tore  a  leaf  from  his  pocket-book,  and, 
going  to  the  table,  he  wrote  on  the  paper  with 
a  pencil  pendent  at  his  watch-chain. 

'  The  last  few  days,'  he  explained  while 
he  wrote,  'have  awakened  me  to  the  lamentable 
fact  that  human  life  is  rather  an  uncertain 
affair.' 

He  came  towards  her,  holding  out  the 
paper. 

'  If  you  hear — if  anything  happens  to  me, 
would  you  be  so  kind  as  to  write  to  Millicent, 
and  tell  her  of  it  ?     That  is  tlie  address.* 

She  took  the  paper,  and  read  the  address 
with  a  dull  sort  of  interest. 

'Yes,'  she  said.  '  Yes,  if  you  like.  But — 
uothing  must  happen  to  you.' 
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There  was  a  slight  unsteadiness  in  her 
voice  which  made  her  stop  suddenly.  She 
did  not  fold  the  paper,  but  continued  to  read 
the  address. 

'No,' he  said,  *  nothing  will.  But  would 
you  not  despise  a  man  who  could  not  screw 
up  his  courage  to  face  the  possibility  ? ' 

He  wondered  what  she  was  thinking  about, 
for  she  did  not  seem  to  hear  him. 

A  clock  in  the  drawing-room  behind  them 
struck  the  half-hour,  and  the  sound  seemed  to 
recall  her  to  the  present. 

'  Are  you  going  now  ?  '  she  asked. 

'  Yes,'  he  answered,  vaguely  puzzled. 
'  Yes,  I  must  go  now.' 

She  rose,  and  for  a  moment  he  held  her 
hand.  He  was  distinctly  conscious  of  some- 
thing left  unsaid — of  many  things.  He  even 
paused  on  the  edge  of  the  verandah,  trying  to 
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tliink  what  it  was  that  he  had  to  say.  Then  lie 
pushed  aside  the  hanging  flowers  and  passed 
out. 

'  Good-bye  ! '  he  said  over  his  shoulder. 

Her  hps  moved,  but  he  heard  no  sound. 
She  turned  with  a  white  drawn  face  and  sat 
down  again.  The  paper  was  still  in  her  hand. 
She  consulted  it  again,  reading  in  a  whisper : 

'  MiUicent  Chyne— Millicent ! ' 

She  turned  the  paper  over  and  studied  the 
back  of  it — almost  as  if  she  was  trying  to  find 
what  there  was  behind  that  name. 

Through  the  trees  there  rose  and  fell  the 
music  of  the  distant  surf  Somewhere  near 
at  hand  a  water-wheel,  slowly  irrigating  the 
rice  fields,  creaked  and  groaned  after  the 
manner  of  water-wheels  all  over  Africa.  In 
all  there  was  that  subtle  sense  of  unreality — 
that  utter  lack  of  permanency  which  touches 
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the  heart  of  the  white  exile  in  tropic  lands, 
and  let9  life  slip  away  without  allowing  the 
reality  of  it  to  be  felt. 

The  girl  sat  there  with  the  name  before 
her — written  on  the  httle  slip  of  paper — the 
only  memento  he  had  left  her. 
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CHAPTER  XIX 

IVORY 

Tis  one  thing  to  be  tempted,  Escalus, 
Another  thing  to  fall. 

OxE  of  the  peculiarities  of  Africa  yet  to  be 
explained  is  the  almost  supernatural  rapidity 
with  which  rumour  travels.  Across  the  whole 
breadth  of  this  darkest  continent  a  mere  bit 
of  gossip  has  made  its  way  in  a  month.  A 
man  may  divulge  a  secret,  say,  at  St.  Paul  de 
Loanda,  take  ship  to  Zanzibar,  and  there  his 
own  secret  will  be  told  to  him. 

Rumour  met  Maurice  Gordon  almost  at 
tlie  outset  of  his  journey  northward. 
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*  Small-pox  is  raging  on  the  Ogowe  river,' 
they  told  him.  'The  Enghsh  expedition  is 
stricken  down  with  it.  The  three  leaders  are 
dead.' 

Maurice  Gordon  had  not  lived  four  years 
on  the  West  African  coast  in  vain.  He  took 
this  for  what  it  was  worth.  But  if  he  had 
acquired  scepticism  he  had  lost  his  nerve. 
He  put  about  and  sailed  back  to  Loango. 

'  I  wonder,'  he  muttered  as  he  walked  up 
from  the  beach  to  his  office  that  same  after- 
noon, '  I  wonder  if  Durnovo  is  among 
them  ?  ' 

And  he  was  conscious  of  a  ray  of  hope  in 
his  mind.  He  was  a  kind-hearted  man,  in  his 
way,  this  Maurice  Gordon  of  Loango  ;  but 
he  could  not  disguise  from  himself  the  simple 
fact  that  the  death  of  Victor  Durnovo  would 
be    a   distinct   convenience    and    a   most  de- 
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sirable  relief.  Even  tlie  best  of  us — that  is 
to  say,  the  present  writer  and  his  reader — 
have  these  inconvenient  httle  feehngs.  There 
are  people  who  have  done  us  no  particular 
injury,  to  whom  we  wish  no  particular  harm, 
but  we  feel  that  it  would  be  very  expedient 
and  considerate  of  them  to  die. 

Thinking  these  thoughts,  Maurice  Gordon 
arrived  at  the  factory  and  went  straight  to 
his  own  office,  where  he  found  the  object  of 
them — Victor  Durnovo — sitting  in  consump- 
tion of  the  office  sherry. 

Gordon  saw  at  once  that  the  rumour  was 
true.  There  was  a  hunted,  unwholesome  look 
in  Durnovo's  eyes.  He  looked  shaken,  and 
failed  to  convey  a  suggestion  of  personal 
dignity. 

'  HuUoa  !  '  exclaimed  the  proprietor  of 
the  decanter.     '  You   look    a   bit  chippy.     I 
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have  been  told  there  is  small-pox  up  at 
Msala.' 

'  So  have  I.  I've  just  heard  it  from 
Meredith.' 

'  Just  heard  it — is  Meredith  down  here 
too?' 

'  Yes,  and  the  fool  wants  to  go  back  to- 
night. I  have  to  meet  him  on  the  beach  at 
four  o'clock.' 

Maurice  Gordon  sat  down,  poured  out  for 
himself  a  glass  of  sherry,  and  drank  it 
thoughtfully. 

'  Do  you  know,  Durnovo,'  he  said  empha- 
tically, '  I  have  my  doubts  about  Meredith 
being  a  fool.' 

'  Indeed  ! '  with  a  derisive  laugh. 

'  Yes.' 

Maurice  Gordon  looked  over  his  shoulder 
to  see  that  the  door  was  shut. 
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'  You'll  have  to  be  very  careful,'  he  said. 
'  The  least  slip  might  let  it  all  out.  Meredith 
has  a  quiet  way  of  looking  at  one,  which  dis- 
quiets me.     He  might  find  out.' 

'  Not  he,'  replied  Durnovo  confidently, 
'  especially  if  we  succeed  ;  and  we  shall  suc- 
ceed— by  God  we  shall ! ' 

Maurice  Gordon  made  a  little  movement 
of  the  shoulders,  as  indicating  a  certain  un- 
easiness, but  he  said  nothing. 

There  was  a  pause  of  considerable  dura- 
tion, at  the  end  of  which  Durnovo  produced 
a  paper  from  his  pocket  and  threw  it  down. 

'  That's  good  business,'  he  said. 

'  Two  thousand  tusks,'  murmured  Maurice. 
Gordon.  '  Yes,  that's  good.  Through  Akmed, 
I  suppose  ?  ' 

'  Yes-.  We  can  outdo  these  Arabs  at  their 
own  trade.' 
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An  evil  smile  lighted  up  Durnovo's  sallow 
face.  When  he  smiled,  his  drooping,  curtain- 
like moustache  projected  in  a  way  that  made 
keen  observers  of  the  human  face  wonder 
what  his  mouth  was  like. 

Gordon,  who  had  been  handling  the  paper 
with  the  tips  of  his  fingers,  as  if  it  were  some- 
thing unclean,  threw  it  down  on  the  table 
agaiu. 

'  Ye — es,'  he  said  slowly  ;  '  but  it  does  not 
seem  to  dirty  black  hands  as  it  does  white. 
They  know  no  better.' 

'  Lord  ! '  ejaculated  Durnovo.  '  Don't  let 
us  begin  the  old  arguments  all  over  again. 
I  thought  we  settled  that  the  trade  was 
there  ;  we  couldn't  prevent  it,  and  therefore 
the  best  thing  is  to  make  hay  while  the 
sun  shines,  and  then  clear  out  of  the 
country.' 
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'  But  suppose  Meredith  finds  out  ?  '  reite- 
rated Maurice  Gordon,  witli  the  lamentable 
hesitation  that  precedes  loss. 

'  If  Meredith  finds  out,  it  will  be  the 
worse  for  him.' 

A  certain  concentration  of  tone  aroused 
Maurice  Gordon's  attention,  and  he  glanced 
uneasily  at  his  companion. 

'  No  one  knows  what  goes  on  in  the  heart 
of  Africa,'  said  Durnovo  darkly.  '  But  we 
will  not  trouble  about  that ;  Meredith  won't 
find  out.' 

'  Where  is  he  now  ?  ' 

'  With  your  sister,  at  the  bungalow.  A 
lady's  man — that  is  what  he  is.' 

Victor  Durnovo  was  smarting  under  a 
sense  of  injury  which  was  annoyingly  indefi- 
nite. It  was  true  that  Jack  Meredith  had 
come  at  a  very  unpropitious  moment ;  but  it 
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was  equally  clear  that  the  intrusion  could 
only  have  been  the  result  of  accident.  It  was 
really  a  case  of  the  third  person  who  is  no 
company,  with  aggravated  symptoms.  Dur- 
novo  had  vaguely  felt  in  the  presence  of  either 
a  subtle  possibility  of  sympathy  between 
Jocelyn  Gordon  and  Jack  Meredith.  When 
he  saw  them  together,  for  only  a  few  minutes 
as  it  happened,  the  sympathy  rose  up  and 
buffeted  him  in  the  face,  and  he  hated  Jack 
Meredith  for  it.  He  hated  him  for  a  certain 
reposeful  sense  of  capabihty  which  he  had  at 
first  set  down  as  conceit,  and  later  on  had 
learnt  to  value  as  something  innate  in  blood 
and  education  which  was  not  conceit.  He 
hated  him  because  his  gentlemanliness  was  so 
obvious  that  it  showed  up  the  flaws  in  other 
men,  as  tlie  masterpiece  upon  the  wall  shows 
up  the  weaknesses  of  the  surrounding  pictures. 
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But  most  of  all  he  hated  him  because  Jocelyn 
Gordon  seemed  to  have  something  in  common 
with  the  son  of  Sir  John  Meredith — a  world 
above  the  head  of  even  the  most  successful 
trader  on  the  coast — a  world  in  which  he, 
Victor  Durnovo,  could  never  live  and  move 
at  ease. 

Beyond  this,  Victor  Durnovo  cherished 
the  hatred  of  the  Found  Out.  He  felt  in^ 
stinctively  that  behind  the  courteous  de- 
meanour of  Jack  Meredith  there  was  an 
opinion — a  cool,  unbiassed  criticism — of  him- 
self, which  Meredith  had  no  intention  of 
divulging. 

On  hearing  that  Jack  was  at  the  bungalow 
with  Jocelyn,  Maurice  Gordon  glanced  at  the 
clock  and  wondered  how  he  could  get  away 
from  his  present  visitor.  The  atmosphere  of 
Jack  Meredith's    presence  was   preferable  to 
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that  difTused  by  Victor  Durnovo.  There  was 
a  feeling  of  personal  safety  and  dignity  in  the 
very  sound  of  his  voice  which  set  a  weak  and 
easily -led  man  upon  his  feet. 

But  Victor  Durnovo  had  something  to  say 
to  Gordon  which  circumstances  had  brought 
to  a  crisis. 

'  Look  here,'  he  said,  leaning  forward  and 
throwing  away  the  cigarette  he  had  been 
smoking.  '  This  Simiacine  scheme  is  going  to 
be  the  biggest  thing  that  has  ever  been  run 
on  this  coast.' 

'  Yes,'  said  Gordon,  with  the  indifference 
that  comes  from  non-participation. 

'  And  I'm  the  only  business  man  in  it, 
significantly. 

Gordon  nodded  his  head,  awaiting  further 
developments. 

'  Which  means  that  I  could  work  another 
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man  into  it.  I  might  find  out  that  we  could 
not  get  on  without  him.' 

The  black  eyes  seemed  to  probe  the  good- 
natured,  sensual  face  of  Maurice  Gordon,  so 
keen,  so  searching  was  their  glance. 

'And  I  would  be  willing  to  do  it — to 
make  that  man's  fortune — provided — that  he 
was — my  brother-in-law.' 

'  What  the  devil  do  you  mean  ? '  asked 
Gordon,  setting  down  the  glass  that  was  half 
raised  to  his  lips. 

'I  mean  that  I  want  to  marry — Jocelyn.' 

And  the  modern  school  of  realistic, 
mawkishly  foul  novelists,  who  hold  that 
Love  excuseth  all,  would  have  taken  delight 
in  the  passionate  rendering  of  the  girl's 
name. 

'  Want  to  marry  Jocelyn,  do  you  ? '  an- 
swered Maurice,  with  a  derisive  little  laugh. 
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On  the  first  impulse  of  the  moment  he  gave 
no  thought  to  himself  or  his  own  interests, 
and  spoke  with  undisguised  contempt.  He 
might  have  been  speaking  to  a  beggar  on  the 
roadside. 

Durnovo's  eyes  flashed  dangerously,  and 
his  tobacco-stained  teeth  clenched  for  a 
moment  over  his  lower  lip. 

'  That  is  my  desire — and  intention.' 

'  Look  here,  Durnovo ! '  exclaimed  Gordon. 
'  Don't  be  a  fool  ?  Can't  you  see  that  it  is 
quite  out  of  the  question  ?  ' 

He  attempted  weakly  to  dismiss  the 
matter  by  leaning  forward  on  his  writing- 
table,  taking  up  his  pen,  and  busying  himself 
with  a  number  of  papers. 

Victor  Durnovo  rose  from  his  chair  so 
hastily  that  in  a  flash  Maurice  Gordon's  hand 
was   in   the  top    right-hand    drawer    of    his 
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Avriting-table.  The  good-natured  blue  eyes 
suddenly  became  fixed  and  steady.  But 
Durnovo  seemed  to  make  an  effort  over 
himself,  and  walked  to  the  window,  where  he 
drew  aside  the  woven -grass  blind  and  looked 
out  into  the  glaring  sunlight.  Still  standing 
tliere,  he  turned  and  spoke  in  a  low,  concen- 
trated voice  : 

'  Xo,'  he  said,  '  I  can't  see  that  it  is  out  of 
the  question.  On  the  contrary,  it  seems  only 
natural  that  she  should  marry  the  man  who 
is  her  brother's  partner  in  many  a  little — 
speculation.' 

Maurice  Gordon,  sitting  there,  staring 
hopelessly  into  the  half-breed's  ^^ellow  face, 
saw  it  all.  He  went  back  in  a  Hash  of 
recollection  to  many  passing  details  which 
had  been  unnoted  at  the  time — details  which 
now  fitted  into  each  other  like  the  links  of  a 
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chain — and  that  chain  was  around  him.  lie 
leapt  forward  in  a  momentary  opening  of  the 
future,  and  saw  himself  ruined,  disgraced, 
held  up  to  the  execration  of  the  whole 
civilised  world.  He  was  utterly  in  this  man's 
power — bound  hand  and  foot.  He  could  not 
say  him  no.  And  least  of  all  could  he  say  no 
to  this  demand,  which  had  roused  all  the 
latent  chivalry,  gentlemanliness,  brotherly 
love  that  was  in  him.  Maurice  Gordon  knew 
that  Victor  Durnovo  possessed  knowledge 
which  Jocelyn  would  consider  cheap  at  the 
price  of  her  person. 

There  was  one  way  out  of  it.  His  hand 
was  still  on  the  handle  of  the  top  right-hand 
drawer.  He  was  a  dead  shot.  His  finger 
was  within  two  inches  of  the  stock  of  a  re- 
volver. One  bullet  for  Victor  Durnovo, 
another   for  himself.     Then   the  old  training? 
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of  liis  scliool  days — tlie  training  that  makes 
an  upright,  honest  gentleman — asserted  itself, 
and  he  saw  the  cowardice  of  it.  There  was 
time  enough  for  that  later,  when  the  crisis 
came.  In  the  meantime,  if  the  worst  came  to 
the  worst,  he  could  fight  to  the  end. 

'  1  don't  think,'  said  Durnovo,  who  seemed 
to  be  following  Gordon's  thoughts,  '  that  the 
idea  will  be  so  repellent  to  your  sister  as  you 
seem  to  think.' 

And  a  sudden  ray  of  hope  shot  athwart 
the  future  into  which  his  listener  was  staring. 
It  might  be  so.  One  can  never  tell  with 
women.  Maurice  Gordon  had  had  consider- 
able experience  of  the  world,  and,  after  all, 
he  was  only  building  up  hope  upon  precedent. 
He  knew,  as  well  as  you  or  I,  that  women 
Avill  dance  and  flirt  with — even  marry — men 
who   are  not  gentlemen.      Not  only  for  the 
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moment,  but  as  a  permanency,  something 
seems  to  kill  tlieir  perception  of  a  fact  which 
is  patent  to  every  educated  man  in  the  room  ; 
and  one  never  knows  what  it  is.  One  can 
only  surmise  that  it  is  that  thirst  for  admira- 
tion which  does  more  harm  in  the  world  than 
the  thirst  for  alcohohc  stimulant  which  we 
fight  with  societies  and  guilds,  oaths  and  little 
snips  of  ribbon. 

'  The  idea  never  entered  my  head,'  said 
Gordon. 

'  It  has  never  been  out  of  mine/  rephed 
Durnovo,  Avith  a  little  harsh  laugh  which  was 
almost  pathetic. 

'  I  don't  want  you  to  do  anything  now,' 
he  went  on  more  gently.  It  was  wonderful 
how  well  he  knew  Maurice  Gordon.  The 
suggested  delay  appealed  to  one  side  of  his 
nature,  the  softened  tone  to  another.     '  There 
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is  time  enough.     Wlien  I  come  back  I  will 
speak  of  it  again.' 

'  You  have  not  spoken  to  her  ? ' 
'  No,  I  have  not  spoken  to  her.' 
Maurice  Gordon  shook  his  head. 
'  Slie   is   a   queer  girl,'  he  said,  trying  to 
conceal  the  hope  that  was  in  his  voice.     '  She 
is  cleverer  than  me,  you  know,  and  all  that. 
My  influence  is  very  small,  and  would  scarcely 
be  considered.' 

'  But  your  interests  would,'  suggested 
Durnovo.  '  Your  sister  is  very  fond  of  you, 
and^I  think  I  have  one  or  two  arguments  to 
put  forward  which  she  would  recognise  as 
uncommonly  strong.' 

The  colour  which  had  been  returning 
slowly  to  Maurice  Gordon's  face  now  faded 
away  again.  His  lips  were  dry  and  shrivelled 
as  if  he  had  passed  through  a  sirocco. 
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'  Mind,'  continued  Durnovo  reassuringly, 
'  I  don't  say  I  would  use  them  unless  I  sus- 
pected that  you  were  acting  in  opposition  to 
my  wishes.' 

Gordon  said  nothing.  His  heart  was 
throbbing  uncomfortably — it  seemed  to  be  in 
his  throat. 

'  I  would  not  bring  forward  those  argu- 
ments except  as  a  last  resource,'  went  on 
Victor  Durnovo,  with  the  deliberate  cruelty 
of  a  tyrant.  '  I  would  first  point  out  the 
advantages  :  a  fourth  share  in  the  Simiacine 
scheme  would  make  you  a  rich  man — above 
suspicion — independent  of  the  gossip  of  the 
market-place.' 

Maurice  Gordon  winced  visibly,  and  his 
eyes  wavered  as  if  he  were  about  to  give  way 
to  panic. 

'  You  could  retire  and  otq  home  to  Ensfland 
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— to  a  cooler  climate.  This  country  might  get 
too  hot  for  your  constitution — see  ?  ' 

Durnovo  came  back  into  the  centre  of  the 
room  and  stood  by  the  writing-table.  His 
attitude  was  that  of  a  man  holding  a  whip 
over  a  cowering  dog. 

He  took  up  his  hat  and  riding-whip  with 
a  satisfied  little  laugh,  as  if  the  dog  had 
cringingly  done  his  bidding. 

'  Besides,'  he  said,  with  a  certain  defiance 
of  manner,  '  I  may  succeed  without  any  of 
that— eh  ? ' 

'  Yes,'  Gordon  was  obliged  to  admit  with 
a  gulp,  as  if  he  were  swallowing  his  pride, 
and  he  knew  that  in  saying  the  word  he  was 
degrading  his  sister — throwing  her  at  this 
man's  feet  as  the  price  of  his  own  honour. 

With  a  half-contemptuous  nod  Victor 
Durnovo  turned  and  went  away  to  keep  his 
appointment  with  Meredith. 
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CHAPTER  XX 

BEOUGHT   TO   THE    SCRATCH 

Take  heed  of  still  waters ;  tliey  quick  pass  away. 

Guy  Oscard  was  sitting  on  the  natural  terrace 
in  front  of  Durnovo's  house  at  Msala,  and 
Marie  attended  to  his  simple  wants  with  that 
patient  dignity  which  suggested  the  recollec- 
tion of  better  times,  and  appealed  strongly  to 
the  manhood  of  her  fellow- servant  Joseph. 

Oscard  was  not  crood  at  the  enunciation  of 
those  small  amenities  which  are  supposed  to 
soothe  the  feelings  of  the  temporarily  debased. 
He  vaguely  felt  that  this  woman  was  not 
accustomed  to  menial  service,  but  he  knew 
that  any  suggestion  of  sympathy  was  more 
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than  he  could  compass.  So  he  merely  spoke 
to  her  more  gently  than  to  the  men,  and 
perhaps  she  understood,  despite  her  chocolate- 
coloured  skm. 

They  had  inaugurated  a  strange,  unequal 
friendship  during  the  three  days  that  Oscard 
had  been  left  alone  at  Msala.  Joseph  had 
been  promoted  to  the  command  of  a  certain 
number  of  the  porters,  and  his  domestic  duties 
were  laid  aside.  Thus  Marie  was  called  upon 
to  attend  to  Guy  Oscard's  daily  wants. 

'  I  think  I'll  take  coffee,'  he  was  saying  to 
her  in  reply  to  a  question.  '  Yes — coffee, 
please,  Marie.' 

He  was  smoking  one  of  his  big  wooden 
pipes,  staring  straight  in  front  of  him  with  a 
placidity  natural  to  his  bulk. 

The  woman  turned  away  with  a  little 
smile.     She  liked  this  big  man  with  his  halting 
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tongue  and  quiet  ways.  She  liked  his  awk- 
ward attempts  to  concihate  the  coquette 
Xantippe — to  extract  a  smile  from  the  grave 
Nestorius,  and  she  hked  his  manner  towards 
herself.  She  liked  the  poised  pipe  and  the 
jerky  voice  as  he  said,  '  Yes — coffee,  please, 
Marie.' 

Women  do  like  these  things — they  seem 
to  understand  them  and  to  attach  some  strange, 
subtle  importance  of  their  own  to  them.  For 
which  power  some  of  us  who  have  not  the 
knack  of  turning  a  pretty  phrase  or  throwing 
off  an  appropriate  pleasantry  may  well  be 
thankful. 

Presently  she  returned,  bringing  the  coffee 
on  a  rough  tray,  also  a  box  of  matches 
and  Oscard's  tobacco  pouch.  Noting  this 
gratuitous  attention  to  his  comfort,  he  looked 
up  with  a  little  laugh. 
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'  Er — thank  you,'  he  said.     'Very  kmd.' 

He  did  not  put  his  pipe  back  to  his  hps — 
keenly  ahve  to  the  fact  that  the  exigency  of 
the  moment  demanded  a  httle  pohte  exchange 
of  commonplace. 

'  Children  gone  to  bed  ?  '  he  asked  an- 
xiously. 

She  paused  in  her  slow,  deft  arrangement 
of  the  little  table. 

'  Yes,'  she  answered. 

He  nodded  as  if  the  news  w^ere  eminently 
satisfactory.  '  Nestorius,'  he  said,  adhering 
to  Meredith's  pleasantry,  '  is  the  j  oiliest  little 
chap  I  have  met  for  a  long  time.' 

'  Yes,'  she  answered  softly.  *  Yes — but 
listen ! ' 

He  raised  his  head,  listening  as  she  did — 
both  looking  dowm  the  river  into  the  gathering 
darkness. 
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'  I  hear  the  sound  of  paddles,'  she  said. 
'  And  you  ?  ' 

'  Not  yet.  My  ears  are  not  so  sharp  as 
yours.' 

'  I  am  accustomed  to  it,'  the  woman  said, 
with  some  emotion  in  her  voice  which  he  did 
not  understand  then.    '  I  am  always  listening.' 

Oscard  seemed  to  be  struck  with  this 
description  of  herself.  It  was  so  very  apt 
— so  comprehensive.  The  woman's  attitude 
before  the  world  was  the  attitude  of  the 
listener  for  some  distant  sound. 

She  poured  out  his  coffee,  setting  the  cup 
at  his  elbow.  '  Now  you  will  hear,'  she  said, 
standing  upright  with  that  untrammelled 
dignity  of  carriage  which  is  found  wherever 
African  blood  is  in  the  veins.  '  They  have 
just  come  round  Broken  Tree  Bend.  There 
are  two  boats.' 
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He  listened,  and  after  a  moment  heard  the 
regular  glug-glug  of  the  paddles  steahng  over 
the  waters  of  the  still  tropic  river,  covering  a 
wonderful  distance. 

'  Yes,'  he  said, '  I  hear.  Mr.  Meredith  said 
he  would  be  back  to-night.' 

She  gave  a  strange  little  low  laugh — 
almost  the  laugh  of  a  happy  woman. 

'  He  is  like  that,  Mr.  Meredith,'  she  said  ; 
'  what  he  says  he  does  ' — in  the  pretty  English 
of  one  who  has  learnt  Spanish  first. 

'  Yes,  Marie — he  is  like  that.' 

She  turned,  in  her  strangely  subdued  way, 
and  went  into  the  house  to  prepare  some 
supper  for  the  new-comers. 

It  was  not  long  before  the  sound  of  the 
paddles  was  quite  distinct,  and  then — probably 
on  turning  a  corner  of  the  river  and  coming 
in     sight     of     the    lights    of     Msala — Jack 
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Meredith's  cheery  shout  came  floating 
through  the  night.  Oscard  took  his  pipe 
from  his  hps  and  sent  back  an  answer  that 
echoed  against  the  trees  across  the  river. 
He  walked  down  to  the  water's  edge,  where 
he  was  presently  joined  by  Joseph  with  a 
lantern. 

The  two  boats  came  on  to  the  sloping 
shore  with  a  grating  sound,  and  by  the  light 
of  the  waving  lantern  Oscard  saw  Durnovo 
and  Jack  land  from  the  same  boat. 

The  three  men  walked  up  to  the  house 
together.  Marie  was  at  the  door,  and  bowed 
her  head  gravely  in  answer  to  Jack's  salu- 
tation. Durnovo  nodded  curtly  and  said 
nothing. 

In  the  sitting-room,  by  the  light  of  the 
paraffin  lamp,  the  two  Englishmen  exchanged 
a  long  questioning  glance,  quite  different  from 
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the  quick    interrogation  of  a  woman  s   eyes. 
There  was  a  smile  on  Jack  Meredith's  face. 

'  All  ready  to  start  to-morrow  ? '  he 
inquired. 

'  Yes,'  replied  Oscard. 

And  that  was  all  they  could  say.  Durnovo 
never  left  them  aloiie  together  that  night. 
He  watched  their  faces  with  keen  suspicious 
eyes.  Behind  the  moustache  his  lips  were 
pursed  up  in  restless  anxiety.  But  he  saw 
nothing — learnt  nothing.  These  two  men 
Aveie  inscrutable. 

At  eleven  o'clock  the  next  morning  the 
Simiacine  seekers  left  their  lirst  unhappy  camp 
at  Msala.  They  had  tasted  of  misfortune  at 
the  very  beginning,  but  after  the  first  reverse 
they  returned  to  their  work  with  that  dogged 
determination  which  is  a  better  spirit  than 
the    wild     enthusiasm    of    departure,    where 
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friends  shout  and  flags  wave,  and  an 
artificial  hopefulness  throws  in  its  jarring 
note. 

They  had  left  behind  them  with  the 
artifice  of  civilisation  that  subtle  handicap  of 
a  woman's  presence ;  and  the  little  flotilla  of 
canoes  that  set  sail  from  the  terrace  at  Msala 
one  morning  in  November,  not  so  many  years 
ago,  was  essentially  mascuhne  in  its  bearing. 
The  four  white  men — quiet,  self-contained, 
and  intrepid — seemed  to  work  together  with 
a  perfect  unity,  a  oneness  of  thought  and 
action  which  really  lay  in  the  brain  of  one  of 
them.  Xo  man  can  define  a  true  leader  ;  for 
one  is  too  autocratic  and  the  next  too  easily 
led  ;  one  is  too  quick-tempered,  another  too 
reserved.  It  would  almost  seem  that  the 
ideal  leader  is  that  man  who  knows  how  to 
extract  from  the  brains  of  his  subordinates  all 
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that  is  best  and  strongest  therein — who  knows 
how  to  suppress  his  own  inclividuahty,  and 
merge  it  for  the  time  being  into  that  of  his 
fellow-worker — whose  influence  is  from  within, 
and  not  from  without. 

The  most  successful  Presidents  of  Eepublics 
have  been  those  who  are  or  pretend  to  be 
nonentities,  content  to  be  mere  pegs,  standing 
still  and  lifeless,  for  things  to  be  hung  upon. 
Jack  Meredith  was,  or  pretended  to  be,  this. 
He  never  assumed  the  airs  of  a  leader.  He 
never  was  a  leader.  He  merely  smoothed 
things  over,  suggested  here,  laughed  there, 
and  seemed  to  stand  by,  indifferent  all  the 
while. 

In  less  than  a  week  they  left  the  river, 
hauling  their  canoes  up  on  the  bank,  and 
hidinor  them  in  the  tangle  of  the  virgin 
underwood.     A  depot  of  provisions,  likewise 
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hidden,  was  duly  made,  and  the  long,  weary- 
march  began. 

The  daily  routine  of  this  need  not  be 
followed,  for  there  were  weeks  of  long 
monotony  varied  only  by  a  new  difficulty,  a 
fresh  danger,  or  a  deplorable  accident.  Twice 
the  whole  company  had  to  lay  aside  the 
baggage  and  assume  arms,  when  Guy  Oscard 
proved  himself  to  be  a  cool  and  daring  leader. 
Not  twice,  but  two  hundred  times,  the  ring 
of  Joseph's  unerring  rifle  sent  some  naked 
savage  crawhng  into  the  brake  to  die,  with  a 
sudden  wonder  in  his  half-awakened  brain. 
They  could  not  afford  to  be  merciful ;  their 
only  safeguard  was  to  pass  through  this 
country,  leaving  a  track  of  blood  and  fire  and 
dread  behind  them. 

This,  however,  is  no  record  of  travel  in 
Central  Africa.     There  are  many  such  to  be 
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had  at  any  circulating  library,  written  by- 
abler  and  more  fantastic  pens.  Some  of  lis 
who  have  wandered  in  the  darkest  continent 
have  looked  in  vain  for  things  seen  by  former 
travellers — things  which,  as  the  saying  is,  are 
neither  here  nor  there.  Indeed,  there  is  not 
much  to  see  in  a  vast,  boundless  forest  with 
little  life  and  no  variety — nothing  but  a  deadly 
monotony  of  twilit  tangle.  There  is  nothing 
new  under  the  sun — even  immediately  under 
it  in  Central  Africa.  The  only  novelty  is  the 
human  heart — Central  Man.  That  is  never 
stale,  and  there  are  depths  still  unexplored, 
heights  still  unattained,  warm  rivers  of  love, 
cold  streams  of  hatred,  and  vast  plains  where 
strange  motives  grow.  These  are  our  busi- 
ness 

We   have  not  to   deal  so  much  with  the 
finding  of  the   Simiacine  as  with  tlie  finders. 
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and  of  these  the  chief  at  this  time  was  Jack 
Meredith.  It  seemed  quite  natural  that  one 
duty  after  another  should  devolve  upon 
him,  and  he  invariably  had  time  to  do 
them  all,  and  leisure  to  comment  pleasantly 
upon  it.  But  his  chief  care  was  Victor 
Durnovo. 

As  soon  as  they  entered  the  forest  two 
hundred  miles  above  Msala,  the  half-breed 
was  a  changed  man.  The  strange  restlessness 
asserted  itself  again — the  man  was  nervous, 
eager,  sincere.  His  whole  being  was  given 
up  to  this  search  ;  liis  whole  heart  and  soul 
were  enveloped  in  it.  At  first  he  worked 
steadily,  like  a  mariner  treading  his  way 
throuo'h  known  waters  ;  but  s'raduallv  his 
composure  left  him,  and  he  became  incapable 
of  doing  other  work. 

Jack  Meredith  was  at  his  side  always.    By 
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day  he  walked  near  him  as  he  piloted  the 
column  through  the  trackless  forest.  At 
night  he  slept  in  the  same  tent,  stretched 
across  the  doorway.  Despite  the  enormous 
fatigue,  he  slept  the  light  sleep  of  the  towns- 
man, and  often  he  was  awakened  by  Durnovo 
talking  aloud,  groaning,  tossing  on  his  narrow 
bed. 

When  they  had  been  on  the  march  for 
two  months — piloted  with  marvellous  instinct 
by  Durnovo — Meredith  made  one  or  two 
changes  in  the  organisation.  The  caravan 
naturally  moved  slowly,  owing  to  the  enor- 
mous amount  of  baggage  to  be  carried,  and 
this  delay  seemed  to  irritate  Victor  Durnovo 
to  such  an  extent  that  at  last  it  was  obvious 
that  the  man  would  go  mad  unless  this  enor- 
mous tension  could  be  relieved. 

'  For  God's  sake,'  he  would  shout,  '  hurry 
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those  men  on  !     We  haven't  done  ten  miles 
to-day.     Another  man  down — damn  him  ! ' 

And  more  than  once  he  had  to  be  dragged 
forcibly  away  from  the  fallen  porter,  whom 
he  battered  with  both  fists.  Had  he  had  his 
will  he  would  have  allowed  no  time  for  meals, 
and  only  a  few  hours'  halt  for  rest.  Guy 
Oscard  did  not  understand  it.  His  denser 
nerves  were  incapable  of  comprehending  the 
state  of  irritation  and  unreasoning  restlessness 
into  Avhich  the  climate  and  excitement  had 
brought  Durnovo.  But  Meredith,  in  his  finer 
organisation,  understood  the  case  better.  He 
it  was  who  soothingly  explained  the  necessity 
for  giving  the  men  a  longer  rest.  He  alone 
could  persuade  Durnovo  to  he  down  at  night 
and  cease  his  perpetual  calculations.  The 
man's  hands  were  so  unsteady  that  he  could 
hardly  take  the  sights  necessary  to  determine 


90  WITH    EDGED   TOOLS 

their  position  in  this  sea-hke  waste.  And 
to  Jack  alone  did  Victor  Durnovo  ever 
approach  the  precincts  of  mutual  con- 
fidence. 

'  I  can't  help  it,  Meredith,'  he  said  one 
day,  with  a  scared  look,  after  a  particularly 
violent  outburst  of  temper.  '  I  don't  know 
what  it  is.  I  sometimes  think  I  am  going 
mad.' 

And  soon  after  that  the  change  was 
made. 

An  advance  column,  commanded  by 
Meredith  and  Durnovo,  was  selected  to  push 
on  to  the  Plateau,  while  Oscard  and  Joseph 
followed  more  leisurely  with  the  baggage  and 
the  slower  travellers. 

One  of  the  stranorest  iournevs  in  the  vast 
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unwritten  history  of  commercial  advance  was 
that  made  by  the  five  men  from  the  camp  of 
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the  main  expedition  across  the  lower  slopes 
of  a  mountain  range — unmarked  on  any  map, 
unnamed  by  any  geographer — to  the  mys- 
terious Simiacine  Plateau.  It  almost  seemed 
as  if  the  wild,  bloodshot  eyes  of  their  guide 
could  pierce  tlie  density  of  the  forest  where 
Nature  had  held  unchecked,  untrimmed  sway 
for  countless  generations.  Victor  Durnovo 
noted  a  thousand  indications  unseen  by  his 
four  companions.  The  journey  no  longer 
partook  of  the  nature  of  a  carefully 
calculated  progress  across  a  country  un- 
trodden by  a  white  man's  foot  ;  it  was  a  wild 
rush  in  a  straight  line  through  unbroken 
forest  fastness,  guided  by  an  instinct  that  was 
stronger  than  knowledge.  And  the  only 
Englishman  in  the  party — Jack  Meredith — 
had  to  choose  between  madness  and  rest. 
He  knew  enough  of  the  human  brain  to  be 
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convinced  that  tlie  only  possible  relief  to  this 
tension  was  success. 

.  Victor  Durnovo  would  never  know  rest 
now  until  he  reached  the  spot  where  the 
S-imiacine  should  be.  If  the  trees  were  there, 
growing,  as  he  said,  in  solitary  state  and 
order,  strangely  suggestive  of  human  handi- 
work, then  Victor  Durnovo  was  saved.  If 
no  such  spot  was  found,  madness  and  death 
could  only  follow. 

To  save  his  companion's  reason,  Meredith 
more  than  once  drugged  his  food  ;  but  when 
the  land  began  to  rise  beneath  their  feet  in 
tentative  billow-like  inequalities — the  deposit 
of  a  glacial  age — Durnovo  refused  to  stop  for 
the  preparation  of  food.  Eating  dry  biscuits 
and  stringy  tinned  meat  as  they  went  along, 
the  four  men — three  blacks  and  one  white — 
followed  in  the  footsteps  of  their  mad  pilot. 
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'  We're  getting  to  the  mountains — we're 
getting  to  the  mountains  !  We  shall  be  there 
to-night !  Think  of  that,  Meredith— to-niglit ! ' 
he  kept  repeating  with  a  sickening  monotony. 
And  all  the  while  he  stumbled  on.  The 
perspiration  ran  down  his  face  in  one  con- 
tinuous stream  ;  at  times  he  paused  to  wipe  it 
from  his  eyes  with  the  back  of  his  hands, 
and  as  these  were  torn  and  bleedinf^ 
there  were  smears  of  blood  across  his 
cheeks. 

The  night  fell ;  the  moon  rose,  red  and 
glorious,  and  the  beasts  of  this  untrodden 
forest  paused  in  their  search  for  meat  to 
watch  with  wondering,  fearless  eyes  that 
strange,  unknown  animal — man. 

It  was  Durnovo  who,  climbing  wildly,  first 
saw  the  break  in  the  trees  ahead.  He  gave  a 
muffled  cry  of  delight,  and  in  a  few  minutes 
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they  were  all  rushing,  like  men  possessed,  up 
a  bare  slope  of  broken  shale. 

Durnovo  reached  the  summit  first.  A 
faint,  pleasant  odour  was  wafted  into  their 
faces.  They  stood  on  the  edge  of  a  vast 
table-land  melting  away  in  the  yellow  moon- 
light. Studded  all  over,  like  sheep  in  a 
meadow,  were  a  number  of  little  bushes,  and 
no  other  vegetation 

Victor  Durnovo  stooped  over  one  of  these. 
He  buried  his  face  among  the  leaves  of  it,  and 
suddenly  he  toppled  over. 

'  Yes,'  he  cried  as  he  fell,  '  it's  Simiacine  ! ' 

And  he  turned  over  with  a  groan  of  satis- 
faction, and  lay  like  a  dead  man. 
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CHAPTER  XXI 

THE    FIRST    CONSTGXAIENT 

Since  all  that  I  can  ever  do  for  thee 
Is  to  do  nothino-,  may'st  thou  never  see, 
Never  divine,  the  all  that  nothing  costeth  me. 

One  morning,  three  months  later,  Guy  Oscard 
drew  up  in  hne  his  flying  column.  He  was 
going  back  to  England  with  the  first  con- 
signment of  Simiacine.  Durincf  the  twelve 
weeks  that  lay  behind  there  had  been  con- 
stant reference  made  to  his  little  body  of 
picked  men,  and  the  leader  had  selected  with 
a  grave  dehberation  that  promised  well. 

The  lost  soldier  that  was  in  him  was  all 
astir  in  his  veins  as  he  reviewed  his  com- 
mand in  the  cool  air  of  early  morning.     The 
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journey  from  Msala  to  the  Plateau  had  occu- 
pied a  busy  two  months.  Oscard  expected 
to  reach  Msala  with  his  men  in  forty  days. 
Piled  up  in  neat  square  cases,  such  as  could 
be  carried  in  pairs  by  a  man  of  ordinary 
strength,  was  the  crop  of  Simiacine,  roughly 
valued  by  Victor  Durnovo  at  forty  thousand 
pounds.  Ten  men  could  carry  the  whole  of 
it,  and  the  twenty  cases  set  close  together 
on  the  ground  made  a  bed  for  Guy  Oscard. 
Upon  this  improvised  couch  he  gravely 
stretched  his  bulk  every  night  all  through 
the  journey  that  followed. 

Over  the  whole  face  of  the  sparsely  vege- 
tated table-land  the  dw^arf  bushes  grew  at 
intervals,  each  one  in  a  little  circle  of  its 
own,  where  no  grass  grew ;  for  the  dead 
leaves,  falling,  poisoned  the  earth.  There 
were  no  leaves  on  the  bushes  now,  for  they 
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had  all  been  denuded,  and  the  twisted 
branches  stood  out  naked  in  the  morning 
mist.  Some  of  the  bushes  had  been  roughl}^ 
pruned,  to  foster,  if  possible,  a  more  bushy 
growth,  and  a  heavier  crop  of  leaves  near 
to  the  parent  stem. 

It  was  a  strange  landscape  ;  and  any 
passing  traveller,  knowing  nothing  of  the 
Simiacine,  must  perforce  have  seen  at  once 
that  these  insignificant  httle  trees  were  some- 
thing quite  apart  in  the  vegetable  kingdom. 
Each  standing  within  its  magic  circle,  no 
bird  built  its  nest  within  the  branches — no 
insect  constructed  its  filmy  home — no  spider 
weaved  its  busy  web  from  twig  to  twig. 

SoUtary,  mournful,  lifeless,  the  Plateau 
which  had  nearly  cost  Victor  Durnovo  his 
life  lay  beneath  the  face  of  heaven,  far  above 
the  surrounding   country — the  summit  of  an 

VOL.    II.  H 
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unnamed  mountain — a  land  lying  in  the  heart 
of  a  tropic  country  which  was  neither  tropic, 
temperate,  nor  arctic.  Fauna  had  it  none, 
for  it  produced  nothing  that  could  sustain 
life.  Flora  it  knew  not,  for  the  little  trees, 
with  their  perennial  fortune  of  brilliant 
brown-tinted  leaves,  monopolised  vegetable 
life,  and  slew  all  comers.  It  seemed  like 
some  stray  tract  of  another  planet,  where 
the  condition  of  living  things  was  different. 
There  was  a  strange  sense  of  having  been 
thrown  up — thrown  up,  as  it  were,  into  mid- 
heaven,  there  to  hang  for  ever — neither  this 
world  nor  the  world  to  come.  The  silence 
of  it  all  was  such  as  would  drive  men  mad 
if  they  came  to  think  of  it.  It  was  the 
silence  of  the  stars. 

The  men  who  had  lived  up  here  for  three 
months  did  not    look  quite  natural.      There 
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was  a  singular  heaviness  of  the  eyelids  which 
all  had  noticed,  though  none  had  spoken  of 
it,  A  craving  for  animal  food,  which  could 
only  be  stayed  by  the  consumption  of  ab- 
normal quantities  of  meat,  kept  the  hunters 
ever  at  work  on  the  lower  slopes  of  the 
mountain.  Sleep  was  broken,  and  uncanny 
things  happened  in  the  night.  Men  said 
that  they  saw  other  men  like  trees,  walking 
abroad  with  sightless  eyes  ;  and  Joseph  said, 
'  Gammon,  my  festive  darky  —  gammon  !  ' 
but  he,  nevertheless,  glanced  somewhat  un- 
easily towards  his  master  whenever  the 
natives  said  such  things. 

A  clearing  had  been  made  on  that  part 
of  the  Plateau  which  was  most  accessible 
from  below.  The  Simiacine  trees  had  been 
ruthlessly  cut  away — even  the  roots  were 
grubbed    up    and    burnt — far    away    on    the 

H  2 
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leeward  side  of  the  little  kingdom.  This  was 
done  because  there  arose  at  sunset  a  soft  and 
pleasant  odour  from  tlie  bushes  which  seemed 
to  affect  the  nerves,  and  even  made  the  teeth 
chatter.  It  was,  therefore,  deemed  wise  that 
the  camp  should  stand  on  bare  ground. 

It  was  on  this  ground,  in  front  of  the 
tents,  that  Guy  Oscard  drew  up  his  quick- 
marching  column  before  the  sun  had  sprung 
up  in  its  fantastic  tropical  way  from  the 
distant  line  of  virgin  forest.  As  he  walked 
along  the  line,  making  a  suggestion  here, 
pulling  on  a  shoulder-rope  there,  he  looked 
staunch  and  strong  as  any  man  might  wish  to 
be.  His  face  was  burnt  so  brown  that  eye- 
brows and  moustache  stood  out  almost 
blonde,  though  in  reality  they  were  only 
brown.  His  eyes  did  not  seem  to  be  suffering 
from  the  heaviness  noticeable  in  others ;   alto- 
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gether,  the  climate  and  tlie  niystlc  breath  of 
the  Simiacine  grove  did  not  appear  to  affect 
him  as  it  did  his  companions.  This  was 
probably  accounted  for  by  the  fact  that, 
being  chief  of  the  hunters,  most  of  his  days 
liad  been  passed  on  the  lower  slopes  in  search 
of  game. 

To  him  came  presently  Jack  Meredith — 
the  same  gentle-mannered  man,  with  an  in- 
congruously brown  face  and  quick  eyes  seeing 
all  It  is  not,  after  all,  the  hfe  that  makes 
the  man.  There  are  gentle  backwoodsmen, 
and  ruffians  among  those  who  live  in  drawing- 
rooms. 

'  Well  ? '  said  Meredith,  following  the 
glance  of  his  friend's  eye  as  he  surveyed 
his  men. 

Oscard  took  his  pipe  from  his  lips  and 
looked  gravely  at  him. 
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'  Don't  half  like  it,  you  know,'  he  said  in 
a  low  voice  ;  for  Durnovo  was  talking  with  a 
head  porter  a  few  yards  away. 

'  Don't  half  like  what  ? — the  flavour  of 
that  pipe  ?     It  looks  a  little  strong.' 

'  No,  leaving  you  here,'  replied  Os- 
card. 

'Oh,  that's  all  right,  old  chap!  You 
can't  take  me  with  you,  you  know.  I  in- 
tended to  stick  to  it  when  I  came  away 
from  home,  and  I  am  not  going  to  turn  back 
now.' 

Oscard  gave  a  queer  little  upward  jerk  of 
the  head,  as  if  he  had  just  collected  further 
evidence  in  support  of  a  theory  which 
chronically  sui^prised  him.  Then  he  turned 
away  and  looked  down  over  the  vast  un- 
trodden tract  of  Africa  that  lay  beneath 
them.     He  kept   his   eyes   fixed    there,   after 
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the  manner  of  a  man  who  has  no  fluency  in 
personal  comment. 

*  You  know,'  he  said  jerkily,  '  I  didn't 
think — I  mean  you're  not  the  sort  of  chap 
I  took  you  for.  When  I  first  saw  you  I 
thought  you  were  a  bit  of  a  dandy  and — all 
that.  Xot  the  sort  of  man  for  this  work. 
I  thought  that  the  thing  was  bound  to  be  a 
failure.  I  knew  Durnovo,  and  had  no  faith 
in  him.  You've  got  a  gentle  way  about  you, 
and  your  clothes   are  so  confoundedly  neat. 

But '     Here  he  paused  and  pulled  down 

the  folds  of  his  Norfolk  jacket.  '  But  I  liked 
the  way  you  shot  that  leopard  the  day  we 
first  met.' 

'  Beastly  fluke,'  put  in  Meredith,  with  his 
pleasant  laugh. 

Oscard  contented  himself  with  a  denying 
shake  of  the  head. 
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'  Of  course,'  he  continued,  with  obvious 
determination  to  get  it  all  off  his  mind,  '  I 
know  as  well  as  you  do  that  you  are  the 
chief  of  this  concern — have  been  chief  since 
we  left  Msala — and  I  never  want  to  work 
under  a  better  man.' 

He  put  his  pipe  back  between  his  lips 
and  turned  round  with  a  contented  smile,  as 
much  as  to  say,  '  There,  that  is  the  sort  of 
man  I  am !  When  I  w^ant  to  say  that  sort 
of  thing  I  can  say  it  with  the  best  of 
you.' 

'^We  have  pulled  along  very  comfortably, 
haven't  we  ?  '  said  Meredith  ;  '  thanks  to  your 
angelic  temper.  And  j^ou'll  dehver  that 
packet  of  letters  to  the  governor,  w^on't  you  ? 
I  have  sent  them  in  one  packet,  addressed 
to  him,  as  it  is  easier  to  carry.  I  will  let 
you  hear  of  us  somehow  within  the  next  six 
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months.  Do  not  go  and  get  married  before 
I  get  home.     I  want  to  be  your  best  man.' 

Oscard  laughed  and  gave  the  signal  for 
the  men  to  start,  and  the  long  caravan  de- 
filed before  them.  The  porters  nodded  to 
Meredith  with  a  great  display  of  white 
teeth,  while  the  head  men,  the  captains  of 
tens,  stepped  out  of  the  ranks  and  shook 
hands. 

Before  they  had  disappeared  over  the 
edge  of  the  plateau  Joseph  came  forward  to 
say  good-bye  to  Oscard. 

'  And  it  is  understood,'  said  the  latter, 
'  that  I  pay  in  to  your  account  at  Lloyds 
Bank  your  share  of  the  proceeds.^' 

Joseph  grinned.  '  Yes,  sir,  if  you  please, 
presumin'  it's  a  safe  bank.' 

'  Safe  as  houses.* 

'  Cos  it's  a  tolerable  big  amount,'  settling 
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himself  into  his  boots  in  tlie  manner  of  a 
milhonaire. 

'  Lot  of  money  —  about  four  hundred 
pounds !  But  you  can  trust  me  to  see  to 
it  all  ricrht.' 

'  No  fear,  sir,'  replied  Joseph  grandly. 
'  I'm  quite  content,  I'm  sure,  that  you  should 
have  the — fin<?erini?  o'  the  dibs.' 

As  he  finished — somewhat  lamely  perhaps 
- — his  rounded  periods,  he  looked  very 
deliberately  over  Oscard's  shoulder  towards 
Durnovo,  who  was  approaching  them. 

Meredith  walked  a  little  way  down  the 
slope  with  Oscard. 

'  Good-bye,  old  chap  ! '  he  said  when  the 
parting  came.  '  Good  luck,  and  all  that. 
Hope  you  will  find  all  right  at  home.  By  the 
way,'  he  shouted  after  him,  '  give  my  kind 
regards  to  the  Gordons  at  Loango.' 
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And  so  the  first  consignment  of  Simiacine 
was  sent  from  the  Plateau  to  the  Coast. 

Guy  Oscard  was  one  of  those  deceptive 
men  who  only  do  a  few  things,  and  do  those 
few  very  well.  In  forty-three  days  he  de- 
posited the  twenty  precious  cases  in  Gordon's 
godowns  at  Loango,  and  paid  off  the  porters, 
of  whom  he  had  not  lost  one.  These  duties 
performed,  he  turned  his  steps  towards  the 
bungalow.  He  had  refused  Gordon's  invita- 
tion to  stay  with  him  until  the  next  day, 
when  the  coasting  steamer  was  expected.  To 
tell  the  truth,  he  was  not  very  much  pre- 
possessed in  Maurice's  favour,  and  it  was  with 
a  doubtful  mind  that  he  turned  his  steps 
towards  the  little  house  in  the  forest  between 
Loango  and  the  sea. 

The  room  was  the  first  surprise  that 
awaited  him,  its  youthful  mistress  the  second. 
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Guy  Oscard  was  rather  afraid  of  most  women. 
He  did  not  understand  them,  and  probably 
he  despised  them.  Men  who  are  afraid  or 
ignorant  often  do. 

'  And  when  did  you  leave  them  ?  '  asked 
Jocelyn,  after  her  visitor  had  explained  who 
he  was.  He  was  rather  taken  aback  by  so 
much  dainty  refinement  in  remote  Africa, 
and  explained  rather  badly.  But  she  helped 
him  out  by  intimating  that  she  knew  all  about 
him. 

'  I  left  them  forty-four  days  ago,'  he 
replied. 

'  And  were  they  well  ?  ' 

'  She  is  very  much  interested,'  reflected 
Oscard,  upon  whom  her  eagerness  of  manner 
had  not  been  lost.  '  Surely,  it  cannot  be  that 
fellow  Durnovo  ?  ' 


THE    FIRST   CONSIGNMENT  109 

'  Oh,  yes,'  he  rephed  with  unconscious 
curtness. 

'  Mr.  Durnovo  cannot  ever  remain  inland 
for  long  without  feeling  the  effect  of  the 
climate.' 

Guy  Oscard,  with  the  perspicacity  of  his 
sex,  gobbled  up  the  bait.  '  It  is  Durnovo,' 
he  reflected. 

'  Oh,  he  is  all  right,'  he  said  ;  '  wonderfully 
well,  and  so  are  the  others — Joseph  and 
Meredith.     You  know  Meredith ? ' 

Jocelyn  was  busy  with  a  vase  of  flowers 
standing  on  the  table  at  her  elbow.  Oce  of 
the  flowers  had  fallen  half  out,  and  she  was 
replacing  it — very  carefully. 

'  Oh,  yes,'  she  said,  without  ceasing  her 
occupation,  '  we  know  Mr.  Meredith.' 

The  visitor  did  not  speak  at  once,  and  she 
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looked  up  at  him,  over  the  flowers,  with 
grave  pohteness. 

'Meredith,'  he  said,  'is  one  of  the  most 
remarkable  men  I  have  ever  met.' 

It  was  evident  that  this  ordinarily  taciturn 
man  wanted  to  unburthen  his  mind.  He  was 
desirous  of  talking  to  someone  of  Jack  Mere- 
dith ;  and  perhaps  Jocelyn  reflected  that  she 
was  as  good  a  listener  as  he  would  find  in 
Loango. 

'  Eeally,'  she  replied  with  a  kindly  interest. 
'  How  ? ' 

He  paused,  not  because  he  found  it  diffi- 
cult to  talk  to  this  woman,  but  because  he 
was  thinking  of  something. 

'  I  have  read  or  heard  somewhere  of  a 
steel  gauntlet  beneath  a  velvet  glove.' 

'  Yes.' 

'  That  describes  Meredith.     He  is  not  the 
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man  I  took  him  for.  He  is  so  wonderfully 
polite  and  gentle  and  pleasant.  Not  the 
qualities  that  make  a  good  leader  for  an 
African  exploring  expedition — eh  ?  ' 

Jocelyn  gave  a  strange  httle  laugh,  which 
included,  among  other  things,  a  subtle  inti- 
mation that  she  rather  hked  Guy  Oscard. 
Women  do  convey  these  small  meanings 
sometimes,  but  one  finds  that  they  do  not 
intend  them  to  be  acted  upon. 

'  And  he  has  kept  well  all  the  time  ? ' 
she  asked  softly.  '  He  did  not  look 
strong. 

'  Oh,  yes.  He  is  much  stronger  than  he 
looks.' 

'  And  you — you  have  been  all  right  ?  ' 

'  Yes,  thanks.' 

'  Are  you  going  back  to — them  ?  ' 

'  No,  I  leave  to-morrow  morning  early  by 
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the  Portuc^uese  boat.     I  am  cfoinfif  home  to  be 
married.' 

'  Indeed  !  Then  I  suppose  you  will  wash 
your  hands  of  Africa  for  ever  ?  ' 

'  Not  quite,'  he  replied.  '  I  told  Meredith 
that  I  would  be  prepared  to  go  up  to  him  in 
case  of  emergency,  but  not  otherwise.  I  shall, 
of  course,  still  be  interested  in  the  scheme.  I 
take  home  the  first  consignment  of  Simiacine ; 
we  have  been  very  successful,  you  know.  I 
shall  have  to  stay  in  London  to  sell  that.  I 
have  a  house  there.' 

'  Are  you  to  be  married  at  once  ? '  in- 
quired Jocelyn,  with  that  frank  interest  which 
makes  it  so  much  easier  for  a  man  to  talk 
of  his  own  affairs  to  a  woman  than  to  one  of 
his  own  sex. 

'  As  soon  as  I  can  arrange  it,'  he  answered 
with    a  little   laugh.     '  There   is    nothing    to 
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wait  for.  We  are  both  orphans,  and,  for- 
tunately, we  are  fairly  well  off.' 

He  was  fumbling  in  his  breast-pocket, 
and  presently  he  rose,  crossed  the  room,  and 
handed  her,  quite  without  afterthought  or 
self-consciousness,  a  photograph  in  a  morocco 
case. 

Explanation  was  unnecessary,  and  Jocelyn 
Gordon  looked  smilingly  upon  a  smiling, 
bright  young  face. 

'  She  is  very  pretty,'  she  said  honestly. 

Whereupon  Guy  Oscard  grunted  unintel- 
ligibly. 

'  Millicent,'  he  said  after  a  little  pause, 
'  Millicent  is  her  name.' 

'  Millicent ! '  repeated  Jocelyn — '  ]\Iillicent 
what  ?  ' 

« MiUicent  Chyne.' 

VOL.    II.  I 
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Jocelyn  folded  the  morocco  case  together 
and  handed  it  back  to  him. 

'  She  is  very  pretty,'  she  repeated  slowly, 
as  if  her  mind  could  only  reproduce — it  was 
incapable  of  creation. 

Oscard  looked  puzzled.  Having  risen  he 
did  not  sit  down  again,  and  presently  he  took 
liis  leave,  feeling  convinced  that  Jocelyn  was 
about  to  faint. 

When  he  was  gone  the  girl  sat  wearily 
down. 

'  Millicent  Chyne,'  she  whispered.  '  What 
is  to  be  done  ? ' 

'  Nothing,'  she  answered  to  herself  after 
a  while.  '  Nothing.  It  is  not  my  business. 
I  can  do  nothing.' 

She  sat  there — alone,  as  she  had  been  all 
her  life — until  the  short  tropical  twilight  fell 
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over    the    forest.     Quite    suddenly  she  burst 
into  tears. 

'  It  is  my  business,'  she  sobbed.  '  It  is 
no  good  pretending  otherwise  ;  but  I  can  do 
nothing.' 


I  2 
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CHAPTER  XXII 

THE   SECOND   CONSIGNMENT 

Who  has  lost  all  hope  has  also  lost  all  fear. 

Among  others,  it  was  a  strange  thing  that 
Joceljm  felt  no  surprise  at  meeting  the  name 
of  Milhcent  Chyne  on  the  hps  of  another 
man.  Women  understand  these  things  better 
than  we  do.  They  understand  each  other, 
and  they  seem  to  have  a  practical  way  of 
accepting  human  nature  as  it  is  which  we 
never  learn  to  apply  to  our  fellow-men. 
They  never  bluster  as  we  do,  nor  expect 
impossibilities  from  the  frail. 

Another   somewhat  singular   residue  left, 
as  it  were,  in  Jocelyn's  mind  when  the  storm 
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of  emotion  had  subsided  was  a  certain  in- 
definite tenderness  for  Millicent  Chyne.  She 
felt  sure  that  Jack  Meredith's  feeUng  for  her 
was  that  feeling  vaguely  called  the  right  one, 
and,  as  such,  unalterable.  To  this  knowledge 
the  subtle  sympathy  for  Millicent  was  per- 
haps attributable.  But  navigation  Avith  pen 
and  thought  among  the  shoals  and  depths 
of  a  woman's  heart  is  hazardous  and  un- 
certain. 

Coupled  with  this — as  only  a  woman  could 
couple  contradictions — was  an  unpardoning 
abhorrence  for  the  deceit  practised.  But 
Jocelyn  knew  the  world  well  enough  to  sus- 
pect that,  if  she  were  ever  brought  face  to 
face  with  her  meanness,  Milhcent  would  be 
able  to  bring  about  her  own  forgiveness.  It 
is  the  knowledge  of  this  lamentable  fact  that 
undermines  the  feminine  sense  of  honour. 
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Lastly,  there  was  a  calm  acceptance  of 
the  fact  that  Guy  Oscard  must  and  would 
inevitably  go  to  the  wall.  There  could  be  no 
comparison  between  the  two  men.  Millicent 
Chyne  could  scarcely  hesitate  for  a  moment. 
That  she  herself  must  likewise  suffer  un- 
complainingly, inevitably,  seemed  to  be  an 
equally  natural  consequence  in  Jocelyn  Gor- 
don's mind. 

She  could  not  go  to  Jack  Meredith  and 
say  : 

'  This  woman  is  deceiving  you,  but  I  love 
you,  and  my  love  is  a  nobler,  grander  thing 
than  hers.  It  is  no  passing  fancy  of  a  giddy, 
dazzled  girl,  but  the  deep  strong  passion  of 
a  woman  almost  in  the  middle  of  her  life. 
It  is  a  love  so  complete,  so  sufficing,  that  I 
know  I  could  make  you  forget  this  girl.  I 
could  so   envelope  you  with  love,  so  watch 
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over  you  and  care  for  you,  and  tend  you  and 
understand  you,  that  you  must  be  llapp3^  I 
feel  that  I  could  make  you  happier  than  any 
other  woman  in  the  world  could  make  you.' 

Jocelyn  Gordon  could  not  do  this  ;  and 
all  the  advanced  females  in  the  world,  all  the 
blue  stockings  and  divided  skirts,  all  the  w^ild 
women  and  those  who  pant  for  burdens  other 
than  children  will  never  bring  it  to  pass  that 
women  can  say  such  things. 

And  precisely  because  she  could  not  say 
this  Jocelyn  felt  hot  and  sick  at  the  very 
thought  that  Jack  Meredith  should  learn 
aught  of  Millicent  Chyne  from  her.  Her 
own  inner  motive  in  divulging  what  she  had 
learnt  from  Guy  Oscar d  could  never  for  a 
moment  be  hidden  behind  a  wish,  however 
sincere,  to  act  for  the  happiness  of  two 
honourable  gentlemen. 
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Jocelyn  had  no  one  to  consult — no  one 
to  whom  she  could  turn,  m  the  maddening 
difficulty  of  her  position,  for  advice  or  sym- 
pathy. She  had  to  work  it  out  by  herself, 
steering  through  the  quicksands  by  that 
compass  that  knows  no  deviation  —  the 
compass  of  her  own  honour  and  maidenly 
reserve. 

Just  because  she  was  so  sure  of  her  own 
love  she  felt  that  she  could  never  betray  the 
falseness  of  Millicent  Cliyne.  She  felt  some- 
how that  Millicent 's  fall  in  Jack  Meredith's 
estimation  would  drag^  down  with  it  the 
whole  of  her  sex,  and  consequently  herself. 
She  did  not  dare  to  betray  Mllicent,  because 
the  honour  of  her  sex  must  be  held  up  by 
an  exaggerated  honour  in  herself.  Thus  her 
love  for  Jack  Meredith  tied  her  hands  while 
she  stood  idly  by  to  see  him  wreck  his  own 
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life  by  what  could  only  be  a  miserable 
union. 

With  the  clear  sight  of  the  onlooker 
Jocelyn  Gordon  now  saw  that,  by  Jack 
Meredith's  own  showing,  Milhcent  was  quite 
unworthy  of  him.  But  she  also  remembered 
words,  silences,  and  hints  which  demonstrated 
with  lamentable  plainness  the  fact  that  he 
loved  her.  She  was  old  enough  and  suffi- 
ciently experienced  to  avoid  the  futile  specu- 
lation as  to  what  had  attracted  this  love. 
She  knew  that  men  marry  women  who  in 
the  estimation  of  onlooking  relatives  are  un- 
worthy of  them,  and  live  happily  ever  after- 
wards without  deeming  it  necessary  to  explain 
to  those  relatives  how  it  comes  about. 

Now  it  happened  that  this  woman — 
Jocelyn  Gordon — was  not  one  of  those  who 
gracefully    betray    themselves    at    the    right 
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moment  and  are  immediately  covered  with  a 
most  becoming  confusion.  She  was  strong 
to  hold  to  her  purpose,  to  subdue  herself, 
to  keep  silent.  And  this  task  she  set  her- 
self, having  thought  it  all  carefully  out  in 
the  little  flower-scented  verandah,  so  full  of 
pathetic  association.  But  it  must  be  remem- 
bered that  she  in  no  wise  seemed  to  see  the 
pathos  in  her  own  life.  She  was  unconscious 
of  romance.  It  was  all  plain  fact,  and  the 
plainest  was  her  love  for  Jack  Meredith. 

Her  daily  life  was  in  no  perceptible  way 
changed.  Maurice  Gordon  saw  no  difference. 
She  had  never  been  an  hilarious  person. 
Now  she  went  about  her  household,  her 
kindnesses,  and  unobtrusive  good  works  with 
a  quieter  mien ;  but,  when  occasion  or  social 
duty  demanded,  she  seemed  perhaps  a  little 
readier   than    before    to    talk   of   indifferent 
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topics,  to  laugh  at  indifferent  wit.  Those 
who  have  ears  to  hear  and  eyes  wherewith 
to  see  learn  to  distrust  the  laugh  that  is  too 
ready,  the  sympathy  that  flows  in  too  broad 
a  stream.     Happiness  is  self-absorbed. 

Four  months  elapsed,  and  the  excitement 
created  in  the  small  world  of  Western  Africa 
by  the  first  dazzling  success  of  the  Simiacine 
Expedition  began  to  subside.  The  thing 
took  its  usual  course.  At  first  the  experts 
disbelieved,  and  then  they  prophesied  that  it 
could  not  last.  Finally,  the  active  period  of 
envy,  hatred,  and  malice  gave  way  to  a  sullen 
tolerance  not  unmixed  with  an  indefinite 
grudge  towards  Fortune  who  had  favoured 
the  brave  once  more. 

Maurice  Gordon  was  in  daily  expectation 
of  news  from  that  far-off  favoured  spot  they 
vaguely  called  the  Plateau.     And  Jocelyn  did 
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not  pretend  to  conceal  from  herself  the  hope 
that  filled  her  whole  being — the  hope  that 
Jack  Meredith  mifyht  brini?  the  news  in 
person. 

Instead,  came  Victor  Durnovo. 

He  came  upon  her  one  evening  when  she 
was  walking  slowly  home  from  a  mild  tea- 
party  at  the  house  of  a  missionary.  Hearing 
footsteps  on  the  sandy  soil,  she  turned,  and 
found  herself  face  to  face  with  Durnovo. 

'Ah!' she  exclaimed,  and  her  voice  thrilled 
with  some  emotion  which  he  did  not  under- 
stand.    '  Ah,  it  is  you  1 ' 

'  Yes,'  he  said,  holding  her  hand  a  little 
longer  than  was  necessary.     '  It  is  I.' 

His  journey  from  Msala  through  the  more 
civilised  reaches  of  the  lower  river,  his 
voyage  in  the  coasting  boat,  and  his  arrival 
at  Loango,  had  partaken  of  the  nature  of  a 
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triumplial  progress.  Victor  Durnovo  was 
elated — like  a  girl  in  a  new  dress. 

'  I  was  coming  along  to  see  you,'  he 
said,  and  there  was  a  subtle  offence  in  his 
tone. 

She  did  not  trouble  to  tell  him  that 
Maurice  was  away  for  ten  days.  She  felt  that 
he  knew  that.  There  was  a  certain  truculence 
in  his  walk  which  annoyed  her ;  but  she  was 
wonderingly  conscious  of  the  fact  that  she  was 
no  longer  afraid  of  him.  This  feehng  had  as 
yet  taken  no  definite  shape.  She  did  not 
know  what  she  felt,  but  she  knew  that  there 
was  no  fear  in  her  mind. 

'  Have  you  been  successful  ? '  she  asked, 
with  a  certain  negative  kindness  of  tone  bred 
of  this  new  self-confidence. 

'I  should  think  we  had.  Why,  the  lot 
that  Oscard  brought  down  was  a  fortune  in 
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itself.  But  you  saw  Oscard,  of  course.  Did 
he  stay  at  the  bungalow  ?  ' 

'  Xo  ;  he  stayed  at  the  liotel.' 

'  Did  you  like  him  ?  ' 

The  question  was  accompanied  by  a 
momentary  glance  of  the  dark,  jealous  eyes. 

'  Yes,  very  much.' 

'  He  is  a  nice  fellow,  first-rate  fellow.  Of 
course,  he  has  his  faults,  but  he  and  I  got  on 
splendidly.     He's — engaged,  you  know.' 

'  So  he  told  me.' 

Durnovo  glanced  at  her  again  searchingly, 
and  looked  relieved.  He  gave  an  awkward 
httle  laugh. 

'  And  I  understand,'  he  said, '  that  Meredith 
is  in  the  same  enviable  position.' 

' Indeed ! ' 

Durnovo  indulged  in  a  meaning  silence. 
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'  When  do  you  go  back  ? '  she  asked 
carelessly. 

'  Almost  at  once,'  in  a  tone  that  apologised 
for  causing  her  necessary  pain.  '  I  must  leave 
to-morrow  or  the  next  day.  I  do  not  like  the 
idea  of  Meredith  being  left  too  long  alone  up 
there  with  a  reduced  number  of  men.  Of 
course,  I  had  to  bring  a  prett}^  large  escort. 
I  brought  down  sixty  thousand  pounds  w^orth 
of  Simiacine.' 

'  Yes,'  she  said  ;  '  and  you  take  all  the  men 
back  to-morrow  ?  ' 

He  did  not  remember  having  stated  for 
certain  that  he  was  leaving  the  next  day. 

'  Or  the  day  after,'  he  amended. 

'  Have  you  had  any  more  sickness  among 
the  men  ? '  she  asked  at  once,  in  a  tone  of 
irony  which  made  him  wince. 
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'  No,'  he  answered,  '  they  have  been  quite 
all  right.' 

'  What  time  do  you  start  ? '  she  asked. 
'  There  are  letters  for  Mr.  Meredith  at  the 
office.  Maurice's  head  clerk  will  give  them 
to  you.' 

She  knew  that  these  letters  w^ere  from 
Millicent.  She  had  actually  had  them  in  her 
hand.  She  had  inhaled  the  faint,  refined 
scent  of  the  paper  and  envelopes. 

'  You  will  be  careful  that  they  are  not  lost, 
won't  you  ?  '  she  said,  tearing  at  her  own  heart 
with  a  strange  love  of  the  pain.  '  They  may 
be  important.' 

'  Oh,  I  will  deliver  them  sharp  enough,'  he 
answered.  '  I  suppose  I  had  better  start 
to-morrow.' 

'  I  should  think  so,'  she  replied  quietly, 
with  that  gentle  mendacity  which  can  scarcely 
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be  grudged  to  women  because  they  are  so 
poorly  armed.  '  I  should  think  so.  You 
know  w^hat  these  men  are.  Every  hour  they 
have  m  Loango  demoralises  them  more  and 
more.' 

They  had  reached  the  gate  of  the  bunga- 
low garden.  She  turned  and  held  out  her 
hand  in  an  undeniable  manner.  He  bade  her 
good-bye  and  went  his  way,  wondering  vaguely 
what  had  happened  to  them  both.  The  con- 
versation had  taken  quite  a  different  turn  to 
what  he  had  expected  and  intended.  But 
somehow  it  had  got  beyond  his  control.  He 
had  looked  forward  to  a  very  different  ending 
to  the  interview.  And  now  he  found  himself 
returning  somewhat  disconsolately  to  the 
wretched  hotel  in  Loango — dismissed — sent 
back. 

The  next  day  he    actually  left    the  little 
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West  African  Coast  town,  turning  his  face 
northward  with  bad  grace.  Even  at  that 
distance  he  feared  Jack  Meredith's  half- veiled 
sarcasm.  He  knew  that  nothing  could  be 
hidden  for  long  from  the  Englishman's  suavely- 
persistent  inquiry  and  deduction.  Besides,  the 
natives  were  no  longer  safe.  Meredith,  with 
the  quickness  of  a  cultured  linguist,  had 
picked  up  enough  of  their  language  to  under- 
stand them,  while  Joseph  talked  freely  with 
them  in  that  singular  mixture  of  slang  and 
vernacular  which  follows  the  redcoat  all  over 
the  world.  Durnovo  had  only  been  allowed 
to  come  down  to  the  coast  under  a  promise, 
gracefully  veiled  but  distinct  enough,  that  he 
should  only  remain  twenty-four  hours  in 
Loango 

Jocelyn   avoided  seeing  him  again.     She 
was    forced    to    forego    the    opportunity    of 


THE   SECOJn)   CONSIGNMENT  131 

hearing  much  that  she  wanted  to  learn  because 
Durnovo,  the  source  of  the  desired  knowledge, 
was  unsafe.  But  the  relief  from  the  suspense 
of  the  last  few  months  was  in  itself  a  con- 
solation. All  seemed  to  be  going  on  well  at 
the  Plateau.  Danger  is  always  discounted  at 
sight,  and  Jocelyn  felt  comparatively  easy 
respecting  the  present  welfare  of  Jack  Mere- 
dith, living  as  she  did  on  the  edge  of  danger. 
Four  days  later  she  was  riding  through 
the  native  town  of  Loango,  accompanied  by  a 
lady-friend,  when  she  met  Victor  Durnovo. 
The  sio^ht  of  him  gave  her  a  distinct  shock. 
She  knew  that  he  had  left  Loango  three  days 
before  with  all  his  men.  There  was  no  doubt 
about  that.  Moreover,  his  air  was  distinctly 
furtive — almost  scared.  It  was  evident  that 
the  chance  meeting  was  as  undesired  by  him 
as  it  was  surprising  to  her, 

j?2 
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'  I  thought  yoTi  had  left/  she  said  shortly, 
pulling  up  her  horse  with  undeniable  deci- 
sion, 

'  Yes  .  .  .  but  I  have  come  back — for, 
for  more  men.' 

She  knew  he  was  lying,  and  he  felt  that 
she  knew. 

'  Indeed  ! '  she  said.  '  You  are  not  ,  .  . 
a  good  starter.' 

She  turned  her  horse's  head,  nodded  to 
her  friend,  bowed  coldly  to  Durnovo,  and 
trotted  towards  home.  ^\Tien  she  had  reached 
the  corner  of  the  rambling  ill-paved  street 
she  touched  her  horse.  The  animal  re- 
sponded. She  broke  into  a  gentle  canter, 
which  made  the  little  children  cease  their 
play  and  stare.  In  the  forest  she  applied 
the  spur,  and  beneath  the  whispering  trees, 
over  the  silent  sand,  the  girl  galloped  home 
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as    fast    as    her    horse    could    lay    legs    to 
ground. 

Jocelyn  Gordon  was  one  of  those  women 
who  rise  slowly  to  the  occasion,  and  the  hmit 
of  their  power  seems  at  times  to  be  only 
defined  by  the  greatness  of  the  need. 
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CHAPTEE  XXIII 

MEKCURY 

So  cowards  never  use  their  might 
But  against  such  that  will  not  fight. 

On  nearing  the  bungalow  Jocelyn  turned 
aside  into  the  forest  where  a  little  colony  of 
huts  nestled  in  a  hollow  of  the  sand- 
dunes. 

'  Nala,'  she  cried,  *  the  paddle-maker. 
Ask  him  to  come  to  me.' 

She  spoke  in  the  dialect  of  the  coast  to 
some  women  who  sat  together  before  one  of 
the  huts. 

'  Nala — yes,'  they  answered.  And  they 
raised  their  strident  voices. 
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In  a  few  moments  a  man  emerged  from  a 
shed  of  banana-leaves.  He  was  a  scraggy 
man — very  lightly  clad — and  a  violent  squint 
handicapped  him  seriously  in  the  matter  of 
first  impressions.  When  he  saw  Jocelyn  he 
dropped  his  burden  of  wood  and  ran  towards 
her.  The  African  neorro  does  not  crinfre.  He 
is  a  proud  man  in  his  way.  If  he  is  properly 
handled  he  is  not  only  trustworthy — he  is 
something  stronger.  Nala  grinned  as  he  ran 
towards  Jocelyn. 

'Nala,'  she  said,  'will  you  go  a  journey 
for  me  ? ' 

'  I  will  go  at  once.' 

'  I  came  to  you,'  said  Jocelyn,  '  because  I 
know  that  you  are  an  intelligent  man  and  a 
great  traveller.' 

'  I  have  travelled  much,'  he  answered, 
'  when  I  was  younger.' 
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'  Before  you  were  married  ?  '  said  the 
English  girl.     '  Before  little  Nala  came  ?  ' 

The  man  grinned. 

He  looked  back  over  his  shoulder  towards 
one  of  the  huts  where  a  scraggy  infant  with  a 
violent  squint  lay  on  its  diaphragm  on  the 
sand. 

'  Where  do  you  wish  me  to  go  ? '  asked 
the  proud  father. 

'  To  Msala  on  the  Ogowe  river.' 

'  I  know  the  Ogowe.  I  have  been  at 
Msala,'  with  the  grave  nod  of  a  great  tra- 
veller. 

'  When  can  you  leave  ?  ' 

He  shrugged  his  shoulders. 

'  Now.' 

Jocelyn  had  her  purse  in  her  hand. 

'  You  can  hire  a  dhow,'  she  said  ;  '  and  on 
tlie  river  you  may  have  as  many  rowers  as 
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you  like.  You  must  go  very  quickly  to 
Msala.  There  you  must  ask  about  the 
Englishman's  Expedition.  You  have  heard 
of  it?' 

'Yes:  the  Englishman  Durnovo,  and  the 
soldier  who  laughs.' 

'  Yes.  Some  of  the  men  are  at  Msala 
now.  They  were  going  up-country  to  join 
the  other  Englishman  far  away — near  the 
mountains.  They  have  stopped  at  Msala. 
Find  out  why  they  have  not  gone  on,  and 
come  back  very  quickly  to  tell  me.  You 
understand,  Nala  ? ' 

'  Yes.' 

'  And  I  can  trust  you  ?  ' 

'  Yes :  because  you  cured  the  little  one 
when  he  had  an  evil  spirit.  Yes,  you  can 
trust  me.' 

She  gave  him  money  and  rode  on  home. 
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Before  she  reached  the  bungalow  the  paddle- 
maker  passed  her  at  a  trot,  going  towards 
the  sea. 

She  waited  for  three  days,  and  then  Victor 
Durnovo  came  again.  Maurice  was  still 
away.  There  was  an  awful  sense  of  impend- 
ing danger  in  the  very  air — in  the  loneliness 
of  her  position.  Yet  she  was  not  afraid  of 
Durnovo.  She  had  left  that  fear  behind. 
She  went  to  the  drawing-room  to  see  him, 
full  of  resolution. 

'  I  could  not  go  away,'  he  said,  after 
relinquishing  her  hand,  '  without  coming  to 
see  you.' 

Jocelyn  said  nothing.  The  scared  look 
which  she  had  last  seen  in  his  face  was  no 
longer  there ;  but  the  eyes  were  full  of 
lies. 

'  Jocelyn,'  the  man  went  on,  '  I  suppose 
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you  know  that  I  love  you  ?  It  must  have 
been  plain  to  you  for  a  long  time.' 

'  No,'  she  answered,  with  a  httle  catch  in 
her  breath.  'No,  it  has  not.  And  I  am 
sorry  to  hear  it  now.' 

*Why?'  he  asked,  with  a  dull  gleam 
which  could  not  be  dignified  by  the  name  of 
love. 

'  Because  it  can  only  lead  to  trouble.' 

Victor  Durnovo  was  standing  with  his 
back  to  the  window,  while  Jocelyn,  in  the 
full  light  of  the  afternoon,  stood  before  him. 
He  looked  her  slowly  up  and  down  with  a 
glance  of  approval  which  alarmed  and  dis- 
quieted her. 

'  Will  you  marry  me  ? '  he  asked. 

/No!' 

His  black  moustache  was  pushed  forward 
by  some  motion  of  the  hidden  lips. 
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'  Why  ? ' 

'Do  you  want  the  real  reason?'  asked 
Jocelyn. 

Victor  Durnovo  paused  for  a  moment. 

'  Yes,'  he  said. 

'  Because  I  not  only  do  not  care  for  you, 
but  I  despise  and  distrust  you.' 

'  i'ou  are  candid,'  he  said,  with  an  un- 
pleasant little  laugh. 

'Yes; 

He  moved  a  little  to  one  side  and  drew  a 
chair  towards  him,  half-leaning,  half-sitting  on 
the  back  of  it. 

'  Then,'  he  said,  '  I  will  be  candid  wiili 
you.  I  intend  you  to  marry  me ;  I  have 
intended  it  for  a  long  time.  I  am  not  going 
down  on  my  knees  to  ask  you  to  do  it : 
that  is  not  my  way.  But,  if  you  drive  me 
to  it,  I  will  make  your  brother  Maurice  go 
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down  on  his  knees  and  beg  you  to  marry 
me.' 

'  I  don't  think  you  will  do  that,'  answered 
the  girl  steadily.  'Whatever  your  power 
over  Maurice  may  be,  it  is  not  strong  enough 
for  that ;  you  overrate  it.' 

'  You  think  so  ? '  he  sneered. 

'  I  am  sure  of  it.' 

Durnovo  glanced  hastily  round  the  room 
in  order  to  make  sure  that  they  were  not 
overheard. 

•  Suppose,'  he  said,  in  a  low,  hissing  voice, 
'  that  I  possess  knowledge  that  I  have  only  to 
mention  to  one  or  two  people  to  make  this 
place  too  hot  for  Maurice  Gordon.  If  he 
escaped  the  fury  of  the  natives,  it  would  be 
difficult  to  know  where  he  could  go  to. 
England  would  be  too  hot  for  him.  They 
wouldn't  have  him  there  ;  I  could  see  to  that. 
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He  would  be  a  ruined  man — an  outcast — 
execrated  by  all  the  civilised  world,' 

He  was  watching  her  face  all  the  while. 
He  saw  the  colour  leave  even  her  lips,  but 
they  were  steady  and  firm.  A  strange  wonder 
crept  into  his  heart.  This  woman  never 
flinched.  There  was  some  reserved  strength 
within  herself  upon  which  she  was  now 
drawing.  His  dealings  had  all  been  with 
half-castes — with  impure  blood  and  doubtful 
descendants  of  a  mixed  ancestry.  He  had 
never  fairly  roused  a  pure-bred  Enghsh  man 
or  woman,  and  suddenly  he  began  to  feel  out 
of  his  depth. 

'  What  is  your  knowledge  ?  '  asked  Jocelyn 
in  a  coldly  measured  voice. 

'  I  think  you  had  better  not  ask  that ;  you 
will  be  sorry  afterwards.  I  would  rather 
that  you  thought  quietly  over  what  I  have 
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told  you.  Perhaps,  on  second  thoughts,  you 
will  see  your  way  to  give  me  some^ — slight 
hope.     I  should  really  advise  it.' 

'I  did  not  ask  your  advice.  What  is 
your  knowledge  ?  ' 

'  You  will  have  it  ?  '  he  hissed. 

'  Yes.' 

He  leant  forward,  craning  his  neck, 
pushing  his  yellow  face  and  hungering  black 
eyes  close  into  hers. 

'  Then,  if  you  will  have  it,  your  brother — 
Maurice  Gordon — is  a  slave-owner.' 

She  drew  back  as  she  might  have  done 
from  some  unclean  animal.  She  knew  that 
he  was  telling  the  truth.  There  might  be 
extenuating  circumstances.  The  real  truth 
might  have  quite  a  different  sound,  spoken  in 
different  words  ;  but  there  was  enough  of  the 
truth    in     it,    as   Victor  Durnovo   placed   it 
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before  her,  to  condemn  Maurice   before  the 
world. 

'  Now  will  you  marry  me  ?  '  he  sneered. 

'  No ! ' 

Quick  as  thought  she  had  seen  the  only 
loop-hole — the  only  possible  way  of  meeting 
this  terrible  accusation. 

He  laughed  ;  but  tliere  was  a  faint  jangle 
of  uneasiness  in  his  laughter. 

' Indeed  ! ' 

'Supposing,'  said  Jocelyn, '  for  one  moment 
that  there  was  a  grain  of  truth  in  your  fabri- 
cation, wdio  would  believe  you  ?  Who  on 
this  coast  would  take  your  word  against  the 
word  of  an  English  gentleman  ?  Even  if  the 
whole  story  were  true,  which  it  is  not,  could 
you  prove  it?  You  are  a  liar,  as  well  as  a 
coward  and  a  tr  aitor !  Do  you  think  that 
the  very  servants  in  the  stable  would  believe 
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you  ?  Do  you  think  that  the  incident  of  the 
small-pox  at  Msala  is  forgotten?  Do  you 
think  that  all  Loango,  even  to  the  boatmen 
on  the  beach,  ignores  the  fact  that  you  are 
here  in  Loango  now  because  you  are  afraid 
to  go  through  a  savage  country  to  the  Simia- 
cine  Plateau  as  you  are  pledged  to  do  ?  You 
were  afraid  of  the  small-pox  once  ;  there  is 
something  else  that  you  are  afraid  of  now. 
I  do  not  know  what  it  is,  but  I  will  find  out. 
Coward !  Go !  Leave  the  house  at  once, 
before  I  call  in  the  stable  boys  to  turn 
you  out,  and  never  dare  to  speak  to  me 
again ! ' 

Victor  Durnovo  recoiled  before  her,  con- 
scious all  the  while  that  she  had  never  been 
so  beautiful  as  at  that  moment.  But  she  was 
something  far  above  him — a  different  creation 
altogether.     He  never  knew  what  drove  him 

VOL.    II.  L 
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from  that  room.  It  was  the  fear  of  some- 
thing that  he  did  not  understand. 

He  heard  her  close  the  window  after  him 
as  he  walked  away  beneath  the  trees. 

She  stood  watching  him  —  proud,  cold, 
terrible  in  her  womanly  anger.  Then  she 
turned,  and  suddenly  sank  down  upon  the 
sofa,  sobbing. 

But  fortune  decreed  that  she  should  have 
neither  time  to  weep  nor  think.  She  heard 
the  approaching  footsteps  of  her  old  servant, 
and  when  the  door  was  opened  Jocelyn 
Gordon  w^as  reading  a  book,  with  her  back 
turned  towards  the  window. 

'  That  man  Nala,  miss,  the  paddle-maker, 
wants  to  see  you.' 

'  Tell  him  to  go  round  to  the  verandah.' 

Jocelyn  went  out  by  the  open  window, 
and   presently  Nala   came   grinning   towards 
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her.  He  was  evidently  very  much  pleased 
with  himself — held  himself  erect,  and  squinted 
more  violently  than  usual. 

'  I  have  been  to  Msala,'  he  said  with  con- 
siderable dignity  of  manner. 

'  Yes,  and  what  news  have  you  ?  ' 

Nala  squatted  down  on  the  chunam  floor, 
and  proceeded  to  unfold  a  leaf.  The  opera- 
tion took  some  time.  Within  the.  outer 
covering  there  was  a  second  envelope  of 
paper,  likewise  secured  by  a  string.  Finally, 
the  man  produced  a  small  note,  which 
showed  signs  of  having  been  read  more  than 
once.  This  he  handed  to  Jocelyn  with  an 
absurd  air  of  importance. 

She  opened  the  paper  and  read  : 

'  To  Marie  at  Msala, — Send  at  once  to 
Mr.  Durnovo,  informing  him  that  the  tribes 

L  2 
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have  risen  and  are  rapidly  surrounding  the 
Plateau.  He  must  return  here  at  once  with 
as  large  an  armed  force  as  he  can  raise. 
But  the  most  important  consideration  is  time. 
He  must  not  wait  for  men  from  elsewhere, 
but  must  pick  up  as  many  as  he  can  in 
Loango  and  on  the  way  up  to  Msala.  I 
reckon  that  we  can  hold  out  for  four  months 
without  outside  assistance,  but  after  that 
period  we  shall  be  forced  to  surrender  or 
to  try  and  cut  our  way  through  ivithout  the 
Simiacine,  With  a  larger  force  we  could 
beat  back  the  tribes,  and  establish  our  hold 
on  the  Plateau  by  force  of  arms.  This  must 
be  forw^arded  to  Mr.  Durnovo  at  once, 
wherever  he  is.  The  letter  is  in  duplicate, 
sent  by  two  good  messengers,  who  go  by 
different  routes. 

'Joh:^  Meredith.' 


MERCURY  149 

When  Jocelyn  looked  up,  dry-lipped, 
breathless,  Nala  was  standing  before  her, 
beaming  with  self-importance. 

'  Who  gave  you  this  ?  ' 

'  Marie  at  Msala.' 

'  \\Tio  is  she  ?  ' 

'  Oh — Mr.  Durnovo's  woman  at  Msala. 
She  keeps  his  house.' 

'  But  this  letter  is  for  Mr.  Durnovo,'  cried 
Jocelyn,  whose  fear  made  her  unreasonably 
angry.     '  Why  has  he  not  had  it  ?  ' 

Nala  came  nearer  with  upraised  forefinger 
and  explanatory  palm. 

'  Marie  tell  me,'  he  said,  '  that  Mr.  Mere- 
dith send  two  letters.  Marie  give  Mr. 
Durnovo  one.     This — other  letter.' 

There  was  a  strange  glitter  in  the  girl's 
blue  eyes — something  steely  and  unpleasant. 

'  You  are  sure  of  that  ?      You  are  quite 
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sure  that  Mr.  Durnovo  has  had  a  letter  Uke 
this  ? '  she  asked  slowly  and  carefully,  so  that 
there  could  be  no  mistake. 

'  That  is  true,'  answered  the  man. 

'  Have  you  any  more  news  from  Msala  ? ' 

Nala  looked  slightly  hurt.  He  evidently 
thought  that  he  had  brought  as  much  news 
as  one  man  could  be  expected  to  carry. 

'  Marie  has  heard,'  he  said,  '  that  there  is 
much  fighting  up  in  the  country.' 

'  She  has  heard  no  particulars — nothing 
more  than  that  ? ' 

'  No  :  nothing.' 

Jocelyn  Gordon  rose  to  this  occasion  also. 

'  Can  you  go,'  she  said,  after  a  moment's 
thoug^ht,  '  to  St.  Paul  de  Loanda  for  me  ? ' 

The  man  laughed. 

'  Yes,'  he  answered  simply. 

'  At  once — now  ?  ' 
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*  Oh,  yes,'  with  a  sigh. 

Already  Jocelyn  was  writing  something  on 
a  sheet  of  paper. 

'  Take  this,'  she  said,  '  to  the  telegraph 
office  at  St.  Paul  de  Loanda,  and  send  it  off 
at  once.  Here  is  money.  You  understand  ? 
I  will  pay  you  when  you  bring  back  the 
receipt.  If  you  have  been  very  quick,  I  will 
pay  you  well.' 

That  same  evening  a  second  messenger 
started  northward  after  Maurice  Gordon  with 
a  letter  telling  him  to  come  back  at  once  to 
Loango. 
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CHAPTEE  XXIV 

I^EMESIS 
Take  heed  of  still  waters. 

Despite  his  assertion  to  Lady  Cantourne,  Guy 
Oscard  stayed  on  in  the  gloomy  house  in 
Eussell  Square.  He  had  naturally  gone 
thither  on  his  return  from  Africa,  and  during 
the  months  that  followed  he  did  not  find 
time  to  think  much  of  his  own  affairs.  Milli- 
cent  Chyne  occupied  all  his  thoughts — all 
his  waking  moments.  It  is  marvellous  how 
busily  employed  an  active-minded  young  lady 
can  keep  a  man. 

In  the  ill-lighted  study  rendered  famous 
by  the  great  history  which  had  emanated  in 
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the  manuscript  therefrom,  Guy  Oscard  had 
interviewed  sundry  great  commercial  experts, 
and  a  cheque  for  forty-eight  thousand  pounds 
had  been  handed  to  him  across  the  table 
polished  bright  by  his  father's  studious  elbow. 
The  Simiacine  was  sold,  and  the  first  por- 
tion of  it  spent  went  to  buy  a  diamond 
aigrette  for  the  dainty  head  of  Miss  Millicent 
Chyne. 

Guy  Oscard  was  in  the  midst  of  the 
London  season.  His  wealth  and  a  certain 
restricted  renown  had  soon  made  him  popu- 
lar. He  had  only  to  choose  his  society,  and 
the  selection  was  not  difficult.  ^yherever 
MilHcent  Chyne  went,  he  went  also,  and  to 
the  lady's  credit  it  must  be  recorded  that 
no  one  beyond  herself  and  Guy  Oscard  had 
hitherto  noticed  this  fact.  Millicent  was  no- 
thing if  not  discreet.     It  was  more  or   less 
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generally  known  that  she  was  engaged  to 
Jack  Meredith,  who,  although  absent  on  some 
vaguely  romantic  quest  of  a  fortune,  was  not 
yet  forgotten.  No  word,  however,  was  popu- 
larly whispered  connecting  her  name  with 
that  of  any  other  swain  nearer  home.  Miss 
Chyne  was  too  much  of  a  woman  of  the 
world  to  allow  that.  But,  in  the  meantime, 
she  rather  liked  diamond  aigrettes  and  the 
suppressed  devotion  of  Guy  Oscard. 

It  was  the  evening  of  a  great  ball,  and 
Guy  Oscard,  having  received  his  orders  and 
instructions,  was  dining  alone  in  Eussell 
Square,  when  a  telegram  was  handed  to  him. 
He  opened  it  and  spread  the  thin  paper  out 
upon  the  table-cloth.  A  word  from  that  far 
wild  country,  which  seemed  so  much  fitter  a 
background  to  his  simple  bulk  and  strength 
than  the  cramped  ways  of  London  society — 
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a  message  from  the  very  heart  of  the  dark 
continent — to  him  : 

'Meredith     surrounded     and    in     danorer 

o 

Durnovo  false  come  at  once  Jocelyn  Gordon.' 

Guy  Oscard  pushed  back  his  chair  and 
rose  at  once,  as  if  there  were  somebody 
waiting  in  the  hall  to  see  him. 

'  I  do  not  want  any  more  dinner,'  he  said, 
'  I  am  going  to  xifrica.  Come  and  help  me 
to  pack  my  things.' 

He  studied  Bradshaw  and  wrote  a  note  to 
Millicent  Chyne.  To  her  he  said  the  same 
as  he  had  said  to  the  butler,  '  I  am  going  to 
Africa.' 

Tliere  was  something  refreshingly  direct 
and  simple  about  this  man.  He  did  not  enter 
into  long  explanations.  He  simply  bore  on  in 
the  line  he  had  marked  out.  He  rose  from 
the  table  and  never  looked  back.    His  attitude 
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seemed  to  say,  '  I  am  going  to  Africa ;  kindly 
get  out  of  my  way.' 

At  three  minutes  to  nine — that  is  to  say, 
in  one  hour  and  a  half — Guy  Oscard  took  his 
seat  in  the  Plymouth  express.  He  had  ascer- 
tained that  a  Madeira  boat  was  timed  to  sail 
from  Dartmouth  at  eight  o'clock  that  evening. 
He  was  preceded  by  a  telegram  to  Lloyd's 
agent  at  Plymouth  : 

'  Have  fastest  craft  available,  steam  up 
ready  to  put  to  sea  to  catch  the  Banyan 
African  steamer  four  o'clock  to-morrow  morn- 
ing.    Expense  not  to  be  considered.' 

As  the  train  crept  out  into  the  night  the 
butler  of  the  gloomy  house  in  Eussell  Square, 
who  had  finished  the  port,  and  was  beginning 
to  feel  resigned,  received  a  second  shock. 
Tliis  came  in  the  form  of  a  carriage  and  pair, 
followed  by  a  ring  at  the  bell. 
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The  man  opened  the  door,  and  his  fellow 
servitor  of  an  eccentric  class  and  generation 
stepped  back  on  the  doorstep  to  let  a  young 
lady  pass  into  the  hall. 

'  Lir.  Oscard  ?  '  she  said  curtly. 

'  Left  'ome,  miss,'  replied  the  butler,  stiffly 
conscious  of  walnut-peel  on  his  waistcoat. 

'  How  lono;  aofo  ?  ' 

'  A  matter  of  half  an  hour,  miss  ?  ' 

Millicent  Chyne,  whose  face  was  drawn 
and  white,  moved  farther  into  the  hall. 
Seeing  the  dining-room  door  ajar,  she  passed 
into  that  stately  apartment,  followed  by  the 
butler. 

'  Mr.  Oscard  sent  me  this  note,'  slie  said, 
showing  a  crumpled  paper,  '  saying  that  he 
was  leaving  for  Africa  to-night.  He  gives  no 
explanation.     Why  has  he  gone  to  Africa  ?  ' 

'  He  received  a  telegram  wdiile  he  was  at 
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dinner,  miss/  replied  the  butler,  whose  know- 
ledge of  the  world  indicated  the  approach  of 
at  least  a  sovereign.  'He  rose  and  threw 
down  his  napkin,  miss.  "  I'm  goin'  to  Africa," 
he  says.     ''  Come  and  help  me  pack." ' 

'Did    you     see    the     telegram — by    any 
chance  ?  '  asked  Miss  Chyne. 

'Well,  miss,  I  didn't  rightly  read  it.' 
Mllicent  had  given  way  to  a  sudden  panic 
on  the  receipt  of  Guy's  note.  A  telegram 
calling  him  to  Africa — calling  with  a  voice 
which  he  obeyed  with  such  alacrity  that  he 
had  not  paused  to  finish  his  dinner — could 
only  mean  that  some  disaster  had  happened — 
some  disaster  to  Jack  Meredith.  And  quite 
suddenly  Millicent  Chyne's  world  was  emptied 
of  all  else  but  Jack  Meredith.  For  a  moment 
she  forgot  herself.  She  ran  to  the  room 
where  Lady  Cantourne  was  affixing  the  family 
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jewelry  on  her  dress,  and,  showing  the  letter, 
said  breathlessly  that  she  must  see  Guy  Oscard 
at  once.  Lady  Cantourne,  wise  woman  of  the 
world  that  she  was,  said  nothing.  She  merely 
hnished  her  toilet,  and,  when  the  carriage 
was  ready,  they  drove  round  by  Eussell 
Square. 

'  Who  was  it  from  ?  '  asked  ]\iillicent. 

'  From  a  person  named  Gordon,  miss.' 

*  And  what  did  it  say  ?  ' 

'Well,  miss,  as  I  said  before,  I  did  not 
rightly  see.  But  it  seems  that  it  said,  "  Come 
at  once."     I  saw  that.' 

'  And  what  else  ?     Be  quick,  please.' 

'  I  think  there  was  mention  of  somebody 
bein'  surrounded,  miss.  Some  name  like 
Denver,  I  think.  Xo  !  Wait  a  bit :  it  wasn't 
that ;  it  was  somebody  else.' 

Finishing    off   the    port   had    also    meant 
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beginning  it,  and  the  worthy  butler's  mind 
was  not  particularly  clear. 

'  Was  there  any  mention  of  Mr.  Oscard's 
partner,  Mr. — eh — Meredith  ?  '  asked  Milli- 
cent,  glancing  at  the  clock. 

'Yes,  miss,  there  was  that  name,  but  I 
don't  rightly  remember  in  what  connection.' 

'  It  didn't  say  that  he '  Millicent  paused 

and  drew  in  her  breath  with  a  jerk — '  was 
dead,  or  anything  like  that  ? ' 

'  Oh,  no,  miss.' 

'  Thank  you.  I — am  sorry  we  missed  Mr. 
Oscard.' 

She  turned  and  went  back  to  Lady  Can- 
tourne,  who  was  sitting  in  the  carriage.  And 
while  she  was  dancing  the  second  extra  with 
the  first  comer  at  four  o'clock  the  next 
morning,  Guy  Oscard  was  racing  out  of 
Plymouth    Sound    into  the    teeth    of   a    fine, 
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driving  rain.  On  the  bridge  of  the  trembhng 
tug-boat,  by  Oscard's  side,  stood  a  keen-eyed 
Channel  pilot,  who  knew  the  tracks  of  the 
steamers  up  and  down  Channel  as  a  game- 
keeper knows  the  hare- tracks  across  a  stubble- 
field.  Moreover,  the  tug-boat  caught  the  big 
steamer  pounding  down  into  the  grey  of  the 
Atlantic  Ocean,  and  in  due  time  Guy  Oscard 
landed  on  the  beach  at  Loango. 

He  had  the  telegram  still  in  his  pocket, 
and  he  went,  not  to  Maurice  Gordon's  office, 
but  to  the  bungalow. 

Jocelyn  greeted  him  with  a  little  inarticu- 
late cry  of  joy. 

'  I  did  not  think  that  you  could  possibly 
be  here  so  soon,'  she  said. 

'  What  news  have  you?'  he  asked,  without 
pausing  to  explain.    He  was  one  of  those  men 
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who  are  silenced  by  an  unlimited  capacity  for 
prompt  action. 

'  That,'  she  replied,  handing  him  the  note 
written  by  Jack  Meredith  to  Marie  at  Msala. 

Guy  Oscard  read  it  carefully. 

'  Dated  seven  weeks  last  Monday — nearly 
two  months  ago,'  he  muttered,  half  to 
liimself. 

He  raised  his  head  and  looked  out  of  the 
window.  There  were  lines  of  anxiety  round 
his  eyes.  Jocelyn  never  took  her  glance  from 
his  face. 

'  Nearly  two  months  ago,'  he  repeated. 

'  But  you  will  go  ?  '  she  said — and  some- 
thing in  her  voice  startled  him. 

'  Of  course  I  will  go,'  he  replied.  He 
looked  down  into  her  face  with  a  vague 
question  in  his  quiet  eyes ;  and  who  knows 
what  he  saw  there  ?     Perhaps  she  was  off  her 
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guard.  Perhaps  she  read  this  man  aright  and 
did  not  care. 

With  a  certain  slow  hesitation  he  laid  his 
hand  on  her  arm.  There  was  something 
almost  paternal  in  his  manner  which  was  in 
keeping  with  his  stature. 

'  Moreover,'  he  went  on,  '  I  will  get  there 
in  time.  I  have  an  immense  respect  for 
Meredith.  If  he  said  that  he  could  hold  out 
for  four  months,  I  should  say  that  he  could 
hold  out  for  six.  There  is  no  one  like 
Meredith,  once  he  makes  up  his  mind  to  take 
things  seriously.' 

It  was  not  very  well  done,  and  she 
probably  saw  through  it.  She  probably 
knew  that  he  was  as  anxious  as  she  was 
herself.  But  his  very  presence  was  full  of 
comfort.  It  somehow  brought'  a  change  to 
the  moral  atmosphere — a  sense  of  purposeful 
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direct  simplicity  which  was  new  to  the  West 
African  Coast. 

'  I  will  send  over  to  the  factory  for 
Maurice,'  said  the  girl.  '  He  has  been  hard 
at  work  getting  together  your  men.  If  your 
telegram  had  not  come  he  was  going  up  to 
tbe  Plateau  himself.' 

Oscard  looked  slightly  surprised.  That 
did  not  sound  like  Maurice  Gordon. 

'  I  believe  you  are  almost  capable  of 
going  yourself,'  said  the  big  man  with  a  slow 
8mile. 

'  If  I  had  been  a  man  I  should  have  been 
half-way  there  by  this  time.' 

'  Where  is  Durnovo  ?  '  he  asked  suddenly. 

^  I  believe  he  is  in  Loango.  He  has  not 
been  to  this  house  for  more  than  a  fortnight  ; 
but  Maurice  has  heard  that  he  is  still  some- 
where in  Loango.' 
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Jocelyn  paused.  There  was  an  expression 
on  Guy  Oscard's  face  which  she  rather  liked, 
while  it  alarmed  her. 

'  It  is  not  Hkely,'  she  went  on,  '  that  he 
will  come  here.  I — I  rather  lost  my  temper 
with  him,  and  said  things  which  I  imagine 
hurt  his  feelings.' 

Oscard  nodded  gravely. 

'I'm  rather  afraid  of  doing  that  myself,' 
he  said  ;  '  only  it  will  not  be  his  feelings.' 

'  I  do  not  think,' she  replied,  'that  it  would 
be  at  all  expedient  to  say  or  do  anything  at 
present.  He  must  go  with  you  to  the 
Plateau.     Afterwards — perhaps.' 

Oscard  laughed  quietly. 

'Ah,'  he  said,  'that  sounds  like  one  of 
Meredith's  propositions.  But  he  does  not 
mean  it  any  more  than  you  do.' 

'  I  do  mean  it,'    replied  Jocelyn  quietly. 
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There  is  no  hatred  so  complete,  so  merciless, 
as  the  hatred  of  a  woman  for  one  who  has 
wronged  the  man  she  loves.  At  such  times 
women  do  not  pause  to  give  fair  play.  They 
make  no  allowance. 

Jocelyn  Gordon  found  a  sort  of  fearful 
joy  in  the  anger  of  this  self-contained 
Englishman.  It  was  an  unfathomed  mine 
of  possible  punishment  over  which  she  could 
in  thought  hold  Victor  Durnovo. 

'  Nothing,'  she  went  on,  '  could  be  too 
mean — nothing  could  be  mean  enough — to 
mete  out  to  him  in  payment  of  his  own 
treachery  and  cowardice.' 

She  went  to  a  drawer  in  her  writing-table 
and  took  from  it  an  almanac. 

'  The  letter  you  have  in  your  hand,'  she 
said,  '  was  handed  to  Mr.  Durnovo  exactly  a 
month  ago  by  the  woman  at  Msala.     From 
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that  time  to  this  he  has  done  nothing.  He 
has  simply  abandoned  Mr.  Meredith.* 

'  He  is  in  Loango  ?  '  inquired  Oscard,  with 
a  premonitory  sense  of  enjoyment  in  his 
voice. 

'  Yes.' 

'  Does  he  know  that  you  have  sent  for 
me?' 

'  Xo,'  replied  Jocelyn. 

Guy  Oscard  smiled. 

'  I  think  I  will  go  and  look  for  him,'  he 
said. 

At  dusk  that  same  evening  there  was  a 
singular  incident  in  the  bar-room  of  the  only 
hotel  in  Loango. 

Victor  Durnovo  was  there,  surrounded  by 
a  few  friends  of  antecedents  and  blood  similar 
to  his  own.  They  were  having  a  convivial 
time  of  it,  and  the  consumption  of  whisky 
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was  greater  than  might  be  deemed  discreet 
in  such  a  climate  as  that  of  Loango. 

Durnovo  was  in  the  act  of  raising  his 
glass  to  his  hps  when  the  open  doorway  was 
darkened,  and  Guy  Oscard  stood  before  him. 
The  half-bred's  jaw  dropped  ;  the  glass  was 
set  down  again  rather  unsteadily  on  the  zinc- 
covered  counter. 

'  I  want  you,'  said  Oscard. 

There  was  a  little  pause,  an  ominous 
silence,  and  Victor  Durnovo  slowly  followed 
Oscard  out  of  the  room,  leaving  that  ominous 
silence  behind. 

'  I  leave  for  Msala  to-night,'  said  Oscard, 
when  they  were  outside,  '  and  you  are  coming 
with  me.' 

*  I'll  see  you  damned  first ! '  replied 
Durnovo,  with  a  courage  born  of  Irish 
whisky. 
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Guy  Oscard  said  nothing,  but  he  stretched 
out  his  right  hand  suddenly.  His  fingers 
closed  in  the  collar  of  Victor  Durnovo's  coat, 
and  that  parti-coloured  scion  of  two  races 
found  himself  feebly  trotting  through  the 
one  street  of  Loango. 

'  Le'  go  ! '  he  gasped. 

But  the  hand  at  his  neck  neither  re- 
linquished nor  contracted.  When  they 
reached  the  beach  the  embarkation  of  the 
little  army  was  going  forward  under  Maurice 
Gordon's  supervision.  Victor  looked  at 
Gordon.  He  reflected  over  the  trump  card 
held  in  his  hand,  but  he  was  too  skilful  to 
play  it  then. 
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CHAPTER    XXV 

TO    THE    RESCUE 
I  must  mix  myself  "with  action  lest  I  wither  by  despair. 

JocELYN  had  not  conveyed  to  her  brother  by- 
word or  hint  the  accusation  brought  against 
him  by  Victor  Durnovo.  But  when  he  re- 
turned home  it  almost  seemed  as  if  he  were 
conscious  of  the  knowledge  that  was  hers. 
She  thoui]^ht  she  detected  a  subtle  difference 
in  his  manner  towards  herself — something 
apologetic  and  humble.  This  was  really  the 
result  of  Victor  Durnovo's  threat  made  in  the 
office  of  the  factory  long  before. 

Maurice  Gordon  was  not  the  sort  of  man 
to   carry    through    the    burden    of    a    half- 
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discovered  secret.  It  needs  a  special  tem- 
perament for  this — one  that  is  able  to  inspire 
fear  in  whomsoever  it  may  be  necessary  to 
hold  in  check — a  temperament  with  sufficient 
self-reliance  and  strength  to  play  an  02:)en 
aame  steadily  throiifxh  to  the  end.  Since 
Durnovo's  plain-spoken  threat  had  been 
uttered  Goi^don  had  thought  of  little  else, 
and  it  Avas  well  known  that  Jocelyn's  in- 
fluence was  all  that  prevented  him  from 
taking  hopelessly  to  drink.  When  away 
from  her  at  the  sub-factories  it  is  to  be 
feared  that  he  gave  way  to  the  temptation. 
There  is  nothing  so  wearing  as  a  constant 
suspense,  a  never-resting  fear ;  and  if  a  man 
knows  that  both  may  be  reheved  by  a  shght 
over-indulc^ence  he  must  be  a  strons^  man 
indeed  if  he  can  turn  aside. 

Gordon  betrayed  himself  to  Jocelyn  in  a 
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thousand  little  ways.  He  consulted  her 
wishes,  deferred  to  her  opinion,  and  sought 
her  advice  in  a  way  which  never  had  been 
his  hitherto  ;  and  while  both  were  conscious 
of  this  difference,  both  were  alike  afraid  of 
seeking  to  explain  it. 

Jocelyn  knew  that  her  repulse  of  Victor 
Durnovo  was  only  a  temporary  advantage ; 
the  position  could  not  remain  long  undecided. 
Victor  Durnovo  would  have  to  be  met  sooner 
or  later.  Each  day  increased  the  strength  of 
her  conviction  that  her  brother  was  in  the 
power  of  this  man.  Whether  he  had  really 
allowed  himself  to  be  dragged  into  the 
horrors  of  even  a  slight  connection  with  the 
slave-trade  she  could  not  tell ;  but  she  knew 
the  world  well  enough  to  recognise  the  fact 
that  Durnovo  had  only  to  make  the  accusa- 
tion   for   it   to   be   believed   bv   the    million 
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sensation-mongers  who  are  always  on  the 
alert  for  some  new  horror.  She  knew  that 
should  Durnovo  breathe  a  word  of  this  in 
the  right  quarter — that  is  to  say,  into  the 
eager  journalistic  ear — there  would  hardly 
be  a  civilised  country  in  the  world  where 
Maurice  Gordon  of  Loango  could  dwell  under 
his  own  name.  She  felt  that  they  were  all 
livinor  on  a  slumberinof  volcano.  It  was  one 
of  those  rare  cases  where  human  life  seems 
no  longer  sacred  ;  and  this  refined,  educated, 
gentle  English  lady  found  herself  face  to  face 
with  the  fact  that  Victor  Durnovo's  hfe 
would  be  cheap  at  the  price  of  her  own. 

At  this  moment  Providence,  with  the 
wisdom  of  which  we  sometimes  catch  a 
glimpse,  laid  another  trouble  upon  her 
shoulders.  While  she  was  half  distracted 
with  the  thought  of  her  brother's  daug^er,  the 
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news  was  put  into  her  hand  by  the  grinning 
Nala  that  Jack  Meredith — the  man  she 
openly  in  her  own  heart  loved — was  in  an 
even  greater  strait. 

Here,  at  all  events,  was  a  peril  that  could 
be  met,  however  heavy  might  be  the  odds. 
Her  own  danger,  the  horror  of  Maurice's 
crime,  the  hatred  for  Victor  Durnovo,  were 
all  swallowed  up  in  the  sudden  call  to  help 
Jack  Meredith.  And  Jocelyn  found  at  least 
a  savino^  excitement  in  working^  nic^ht  and 
day  for  the  rescue  of  the  man  who  w^as  to  be 
Millicent  Chyne's  husband. 

Maurice  aided  her  loyally.  His  influence 
with  the  natives  was  orreat :  his  knowledc^e 
of  the  country  second  only  to  Durnovo's. 
During  the  fortnight  that  elapsed  between 
the  despatch  of  the  telegram  to  Guy  Oscard 
and  the  arrival  of  that  resourceful  individual 
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at  Loango,  the  whole  coast  was  astir  with  pre- 
paration and  excitement.  Thus  it  came  about 
that  Guy  Oscard  found  a  little  army  awaiting 
him,  and  to  Maurice  Gordon  was  the  credit 
given.  Victor  Durnovo  simply  kept  out  of  the 
way.  The  news  that  an  expedition  was  being 
got  together  to  go  to  the  relief  of  Jack  Mere- 
dith never  reached  him  in  his  retreat.  But 
after  a  fortnight  spent  in  idleness  in  the  neigh- 
bouring interior,  he  could  stand  the  suspense 
no  longer,  and  came  down  into  the  town,  to 
be  pounced  upon  at  once  by  Guy  Oscard. 

As  he  stood  on  the  beach  near  to  Oscard, 
watchino"  the  embarkation  of  the  men,  his 
feelings  were  decidedly  mixed.  There  was 
an  immense  relief  from  the  anxiety  of  the 
last  few  weeks.  He  had  stood  on  the  verge 
of  many  crimes,  and  had  been  forcibly 
dragged  back  therefrom  by  the  strong  arm 
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of  Guy  Oscard.  It  had  been  Victor 
Durnovo's  intention  not  only  to  abandon 
Jack  Meredith  to  his  certain  fate,  but  to 
appropriate  to  his  own  use  the  consignment 
of  Simiacine,  valued  at  sixty  thousand  pounds, 
which  he  had  brouglit  down  to  the  coast. 
The  end  of  it  all  was,  of  course,  the  posses- 
sion of  Jocelyn  Gordon.  The  programme  was 
simple  ;  but,  racked  as  he  was  by  anxiety, 
weakened  by  incipient  disease,  and  paralysed 
by  chronic  fear,  the  difficulties  were  too  great 
to  be  overcome.  To  be  a  thorough  villain 
one  must  possess,  first  of  all,  good  health  ; 
secondly,  untiring  energy  ;  and  thirdly,  a  cer- 
tain enthusiasm  for  wrong-doing  for  its  own 
sake.  Criminals  of  the  first  standard  have 
always  loved  crime.  Victor  Durnovo  was  not 
like  that.  He  only  made  use  of  crime,  and 
had  no  desire  to  cultivate  it  for  its  own  sake. 
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To  be  forcibly  dragged  back,  therefore,  into 
the  paths  of  virtue  was  in  some  ways  a  great 
relief.  The  presence  of  Guy  Oscard,  also, 
was  in  itself  a  comfort.  Durnovo  felt  that 
no  responsibility  attached  itself  to  him  ;  he 
had  entire  faith  in  Oscard,  and  had  only  to 
obey. 

Durnovo  was  not  a  person  who  suffered 
from  too  delicate  a  susceptibility.  The  shame 
of  his  present  position  did  not  affect  him 
deeply.  Indeed,  he  was  one  of  those  men 
who  have  no  sense  of  shame  before  certain 
persons  ;  and  Guy  Oscard  was  one  of  tliose. 
The  position  was  not  in  itself  one  to  be  proud 
of,  but  the  half-breed  accepted  it  with  wonder- 
ful equanimity,  and  presently  he  began  to 
assist  in  the  embarkation. 

It  was  nearly  dark  when  the  little  coast 
steamer  secured  by  Maurice  Gordon  for  the 
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service  turned  her  prow  northward  and 
steamed  away. 

'  The  truth  is,'  Durnovo  took  an  early- 
opportunity  of  saying  to  Oscard,  '  that  my 
nerve  is  no  longer  up  to  this  work.  I 
should  not  care  to  undertake  this  business 
alone,  despite  my  reputation  on  the  coast. 
It  is  a  wonderful  thing  how  closely  the 
nerves  are  allied  to  the  state  of  one's 
health.' 

'  Wonderful !  '  acquiesced  Guy  Oscard, 
with  a  lack  of  irony  which  only  made  the 
irony  keener. 

'  I've  been  too  long  in  tliis  d d  coun- 
try,' exclaimed  Durnovo,  '  that's  the  fact.  I'm 
not  the  man  I  was.' 

Guy  Oscard  smoked  for  some  moments 
in  silence  ;  then  he  took  his  pipe  from  his 
lips. 
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'  The  only  pity  is,'  he  said  judicially,  '  that 
you  ever  undertook  to  look  for  the  Simiacine 
if  you  were  going  to  funk  it  when  the  first 
difficulty  arose.' 

Without  further  comment  he  walked  away, 
and  entered  into  conversation  with  the  captain 
of  the  steamer. 

'All  right,'  muttered  Durnovo  between  his 
teeth — '  all  right,  my  sarcastic  grand  gentle- 
man.    Ill  be  even  with  you  yet.' 

The  strange  part  of  it  was  that  Guy 
Oscard  never  attempted  to  degrade  Durnovo 
from  his  post  of  joint  commander.  This 
puzzled  the  half-breed  sorely.  It  may  have 
been  that  Oscard  knew  men  better  than  his 
indifferent  manner  would  have  led  the  ob- 
server to  believe.  Durnovo's  was  just  one  of 
those  natures  which  in  good  hands  might 
have   been   turned   to   good    account.      Too 
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miicli  solitude,  too  much  dealing  with  negro 
peoples,  and,  chiefly,  too  long  a  sojourn  in 
the  demoralising  atmosphere  of  West  Africa, 
had  made  a  worse  man  of  Victor  Durnovo 
than  Nature  originally  intended.  He  was  not 
wholly  bad.  Badness  is,  after  all,  a  matter  of 
comparison,  and,  in  order  to  draw  correctly 
such  a  comparison,  every  allowance  must  be 
made  for  a  difference  in  standard.  Victor 
Durnovo's  standard  was  not  a  high  one  ;  that 
was  all.  And  in  continuing  to  treat  him  as 
an  equal,  and  trust  him  as  such,  Guy  Oscard 
only  showed  that  he  w^as  a  cleverer  man  than 
the  world  took  him  to  be. 

In  due  time  Msala  was  reached.  As  the 
canoes  suitable  for  up-river  trafliic  were  by  no 
means  sufficient  to  transport  the  wdiole  of  the 
expeditionary  force  in  one  journey,  a  division 
was  made.     Durnovo  took  charge  of  the  ad- 
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vance  coluinn,  journeying  up  to  the  camp 
from  which  the  long  march  through  the 
forest  was  to  begin,  and  sending  back  tlie 
canoes  for  Oscard  and  the  remainder  of  the 
force.  With  these  canoes  he  sent  back  word 
that  the  hostile  tribes  were  within  a  few 
days'  march,  and  that  he  was  fortifying  his 
camp. 

This  news  seemed  to  furnish  Guy  Oscard 
with  food  for  considerable  thought,  and  after 
some  space  of  time  he  called  Marie. 

She  came,  and,  standing  before  him  with 
her  patient  dignity  of  mien,  awaited  his  com- 
munications. She  never  took  her  eyes  off 
the  letter  in  his  hand.  Oscard  noticed  the 
persistency  of  her  gaze  at  the  time,  and  re- 
membered it  again  afterwards. 

'  Marie,'  he  said,  '  I  have  had  rather 
serious  news  from  Mr.  Durnovo.' 
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'  Yes  ?  '  rather  breathlessly. 

'It  will  not  be  safe  for  you  to  stay  at 
Msala — you  must  take  the  children  down  to 
Loango/ 

'  Does  he  say  that  ? '  she  asked,  in  her 
rapid,  indistinct  English. 

'  Who  ? ' 

'Vic — Mr.  Durnovo.' 

'  No,'  replied  Oscard,  wondering  at  the 
question. 

'  He  does  not  say  anything  about  me  or 
the  children  ?  '  persisted  Marie. 

'  No.' 

'  And  yet  he  says  there  is  danger  ?  ' 

There  was  a  strange,  angry  look  in  her 
great  dark  eyes  which  Oscard  did  not  under- 
stand. 

'  He  says  that  the  tribes  are  within  two 
days'  march  of  his  camp.' 
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She  gave  an  unpleasant  little  laugh. 

'  He  does  not  seem  to  have  thought  of  us 
at  Msala.' 

'  I  suppose,'  said  Oscard,  folding  the  letter 
and  putting  it  in  his  pocket, '  that  he  thinks  it 
is  my  duty  to  do  what  is  best  for  Msala.  That 
is  why  I  asked  you  to  speak  to  me.' 

Marie  did  not  seem  to  be  listening.  She 
was  looking  over  his  head  up  the  river,  in 
the  direction  from  whence  the  message  had 
come,  and  there  was  a  singular  hopelessness 
in  her  eyes. 

'  I  cannot  leave  until  he  tells  me  to,'  slie 
said  doggedly. 

Guy  Oscard  took  the  pipe  from  his  lips 
and  examined  the  bowl  of  it  attentively  for  a 
moment. 

'Excuse  me,'  he  said  gently,  'but  I  insist 
on  vour  leavim?  with  the  children  to-morrow. 
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I  will  send  two  men  clown  with  you,  and  will 
give  you  a  letter  to  Miss  Gordon,  who  will 
see  to  your  wants  at  Loango.' 

She  looked  at  him  with  a  sort  of  wonder. 

'  You  insist  ? '  she  said. 

He  raised  his  eyes  to  meet  hers. 

'Yes,'  he  answered. 

She  bowed  her  head  in  grave  submission, 
and  made  a  little  movement  as  if  to  go. 

'  It  is  chiefly  on  account  of  the  children,' 
he  added. 

Quite  suddenly  she  smiled,  and  seemed  to 
check  a  sob  in  her  throat. 

'  Yes,'  said  slie  softly,  '  I  know.'  And  she 
went  into  the  house. 

The  next  mornincr  brous^ht  further  rumours 
of  approaching  danger,  and  it  seemed  certain 
that  this  news  must  have  filtered  throuo-h 
Durnovo's  fortified  camp  further  up  the  river. 
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This  time  tlie  report  was  more  definite.  There 
were  Arabs  leading  the  tribes,  and  rumour 
further  stated  that  an  organised  descent  on 
Msala  was  intended.  And  yet  there  was  no 
word  from  Durnovo — no  sign  to  suggest  that 
he  had  even  thought  of  securing  the  safety  of 
his  housekeeper  and  the  few  aged  negroes  in 
charge  of  Msala.  This  news  only  strengthened 
Oscard's  determination  to  send  Marie  down  to 
the  coast,  and  he  personally  superintended 
their  departure  before  taking  his  seat  in  the 
canoe  for  the  up-river  voyage.  The  men  of 
his  division  had  all  preceded  him,  and  no  one 
except  his  own  boatmen  knew  that  Msala  was 
to  be  abandoned. 

There  was  in  Guy  Oscard  a  dogged  sense 
of  justice  which  sometimes  amounted  to  a 
cruel  mercilessness.  When  he  reached  the 
camp  he  deliberately  withheld  from  Durnovo 
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the  news  that  the  Msala  household  had  left 
the  river  station.  Moreover,  he  allowed 
Victor  Durnovo  to  further  inculpate  himself. 
He  led  him  on  to  discuss  the  position  of 
affairs,  and  the  half-breed  displayed  an  intimate 
knowledge  of  the  enemy's  doings.  There  was 
only  one  inference  to  be  drawn,  namely,  that 
Victor  Durnovo  had  abandoned  his  people  at 
Msala  with  the  same  deliberation  which  had 
characterised  his  cowardly  faithlessness  to 
Jack  Meredith. 

Guy  Oscard  was  a  slow-thinking  man, 
although  quick  in  action.  He  pieced  all  these 
things  together.  The  pieces  did  not  seem  to 
fit  just  then — the  construction  was  decidedly 
chaotic  in  its  architecture.  But  later  on  the 
corner-stone  of  knowledge  propped  up  the 
edifice,  and  everything  slipped  into  its  place. 

Despite  disquieting  rumours,  the  expedi- 
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tion  was  allowed  to  depart  from  the  river-camp 
unmolested.  For  two  days  they  marched 
through  the  gloomy  forest  with  all  speed. 
On  the  third  day  one  of  the  men  of  Durnovo's 
division  captured  a  native  who  had  been 
prowling  on  their  heels  in  the  line  of  march. 
Victor  Durnovo  sent  captor  and  prisoner  to 
the  front  of  the  column,  with  a  message  to 
Oscard  that  he  would  come  presently  and  see 
what  information  was  to  be  abstracted  from 
the  captive.  At  the  midday  halt  Durnovo 
accordingly  joined  Oscard,  and  the  man  was 
brought  before  them.  He  was  hardly  worthy 
of  the  name,  so  disease-stricken,  so  miserable 
and  half-starved  was  he. 

At  first  Durnovo  and  he  did  not  seem  to 
be  able  to  get  to  an  understanding  at  all ;  but 
presently  they  hit  upon  a  dialect  in  which 
they  possessed  a  small  common  knowledge. 
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His  news  was  not  reassuring.  In  dealing 
with  numbers  he  rarely  condescended  to  the 
use  of  less  than  four  figures,  and  his  concep- 
tion of  a  distance  was  very  vague. 

'Ask  him,'  said  Oscard,  'whether  he 
knows  that  there  is  an  Englishman  with  a 
large  force  on  the  top  of  a  mountain  far  to 
the  east.' 

Durnovo  translated,  and  the  man  answered 
with  a  smile.  In  reply  to  some  further 
question  the  negro  launched  into  a  detailed 
narrative,  to  which  Durnovo  listened  eagerly. 

'  He  says,'  said  the  latter  to  Oscard, '  that 
the  Plateau  is  in  possession  of  the  Masais.  It 
was  taken  two  months  ago.  The  blacks  were 
sold  as  slaves ;  the  two  Englishmen  were 
tortured  to  death  and  their  bodies  burnt.' 

Oscard  never  moved  a  muscle. 

'  Ask  him  if  he  is  quite  sure  about  it.' 
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'  Quite,'  replied  Durnovo,  after  question- 
ing. '  By  God  !  Oscard  ;  what  a  pity  !  But 
I  always  knew  it.  I  knew  it  was  quite  hope- 
less from  the  first.' 

He  passed  his  brown  hand  nervously  over 
his  face,  where  the  perspiration  stood  in 
beads. 

'  Yes,'  said  Oscard  slowly  ;  '  but  I  think 
we  will  go  on  all  the  same.' 

'  What ! '  cried  Durnovo.     'Go  on  ?  ' 

'  Yes,'  replied  Guy  Oscard  ;  '  we  will  go 
on,  and  if  I  find  you  trying  to  desert  111  shoot 
you  down  hke  a  rat.' 
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CHAPTEE  XXVI 

IX   PEKIL 


He  made  no  sign  ;  tlie  fires  of  Hell  were  round  him, 
The  Pit  of  Hell  below. 


'  About  as  bad  as  tliey  can  be,  sir.  That's 
how  things  is.'  Joseph  set  down  his  master's 
breakfast  on  the  rough  table  that  stood  in 
front  of  his  tent  and  looked  at  Jack  Meredith. 
Meredith  had  a  way  of  performing  most 
of  his  toilet  outside  his  tent,  and  while 
Joseph  made  his  discouraging  report  he  was 
engaged  in  buttoning  his  waistcoat.  He 
nodded  gravely,  but  his  manner  was  not  that 
of  a  man  who  fully  realised  his  position  of 
imminent  danc^er.  Some  men  are  like  this — 
they  die  without  getting  at  all  flustered. 
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'There's  not  more  nor  two  or  three  out 
of  the  whole  lot  that  I  can  put  any  trust  in,' 
continued  Joseph. 

Jack  Meredith  was  putting  on  his 
coat. 

'  I  know^  what  a  barrack-room  mutiny  is. 
I've  felt  it  in  the  hatmosphere,  so  to  speak, 
before  now,  sir.' 

'  And  what  does  it  feel  hke  ?  '  inquired 
Jack  Meredith,  lightly  arranging  his  watch- 
chain. 

But  Joseph  did  not  answer.  He  stepped 
backwards  into  the  tent  and  brought  two 
rifles.  There  was  no  need  of  answer  ;  for 
this  came  in  the  sound  of  many  voices,  the 
clang  and  clatter  of  varied  arms. 

'Here  they  come,  sir,'  said  the  soldier- 
servant — respectful,  mindful  of  his  place  even 
at  this  moment. 
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Jack  Meredith  merely  sat  down  behind 
the  httle  table  where  his  breakfast  stood 
untouched.  He  leant  his  elbow  on  the  table 
and  watched  the  approach  of  the  disorderly 
band  of  blacks.  Some  ran,  some  hung  back, 
but  all  were  armed. 

In  front  w^alked  a  small  truculent-lookimr 

<_ 

man  with  broad  shoulders  and  an  aggressive 
head. 

He  planted  himself  before  Meredith,  and 
turning,  with  a  wave  of  the  hand,  to  indicate 
his  folloAvers,  said  in  Eng^hsh  : 

'  These  men — these  friends  of  me — say 
they  are  tired  of  you.  You  no  good  leader. 
They  make  me  their  leader.' 

He  shrugored  his  shoulders  with  a  hideous 
grin  of  deprecation. 

'  I  not  want.  They  make  me.  We  go  to 
join  our  friends  in  the  valley.' 
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He  pointed  down  into  the  valley  where 
the  enemy  was  encamped. 

'  We  have  agreed  to  take  two  hundred 
pounds  for  you.  Price  given  by  our  friends 
in  valley ' 

The  man  stopped  suddenly.  He  was  look- 
ing into  the  muzzle  of  a  revolver  with  a  fixed 
fascination.  Jack  Meredith  exhibited  no 
haste.  He  did  not  seem  yet  to  have  realised 
the  gravity  of  the  situation.  He  took  very 
careful  aim  and  pulled  the  trigger.  A  little 
pufi*  of  white  smoke  floated  over  their  heads. 
The  broad-shouldered  man  with  the  aggres- 
sive head  looked  stupidly  surprised.  He 
turned  towards  his  supporters  with  a  pained 
look  of  inquiry,  as  if  there  was  something  he 
did  not  quite  understand,  and  then  he  fell  on 
his  face  and  lay  quite  still. 

VOL.    II.  0 
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Jack  Mereditli  looked  on  the  blank  faces 
with  a  glance  of  urbane  inquiry. 

'  Has  anybody  else  anything  to  say  to 
me  ?  '  he  asked. 

There  was  a  dead  silence.  Someone 
laughed  rather  feebly  in  the  background. 

'  Then  I  think  I  will  go  on  with  my  break- 
fast.' 

Which  he  accordingly  proceeded  to  do. 

One  or  two  of  the  mutineers  dropped 
away  and  wxnt  back  to  their  own  quarters. 

'  Take  it  away,'  said  Meredith,  indicating 
the  body  of  the  dead  man  with  his  tea- 
spoon. 

'And  look  here,'  he  cried  out  after  them, 
'  do  not  let  us  have  any  more  of  this  nonsense  ! 
It  will  only  lead  to  unpleasantness.' 

Some  of  the  men  grinned.  They  were  not 
particularly   respectful   in    their    manner   of 
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bearing  away  the  mortal  remains  of  tlieir  late 
leader.     The  feehng  had  already  turned. 

Joseph  thought  fit  to  clench  matters  later 
on  in  the  day  by  a  few  remarks  of  his  own. 

'  That's  the  sort  o'  man,'  he  said,  more  in 
resignation  than  in  anger,  '  that  the  guv  nor 
is.  He's  quiet  like  and  smooth-spoken,  but 
when  he  does  'it  he  'its  'ard,  and  when  he 
shoots  he  shoots  mortal  straight.  Now,  what 
I  says  to  you  Christy  Minstrels  is  this  :  We're 
all  in  the  same  box  and  we  all  want  the  same 
thing,  although  I  admit  there's  a  bit  of  a 
difference  in  our  complexions.  Some  o'  you 
jokers  have  got  a  fine  richness  of  colour  on 
your  physiognimies  that  I  don't  pretend  to 
emulate.  But  no  matter.  What  you  wants  is 
to  get  out  of  this  confounded  old  Platter,  quick 
time,  ain't  it  now  ? — to  get  down  to  Loango 
and  go  out  on  the  bust,  eh  ? ' 

0  2 
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The  Christy  Minstrels  acquiesced. 

'  Then,'  said  Joseph,  '  obey  orders  and  be 
hanged  to  yer.' 

It  had  been  apparent  to  Meredith  for  some 
weeks  past  that  the  man  Nattoo,  whom  he  had 
just  shot,  was  bent  on  making  trouble.  His 
prompt  action  had  not,  therefore,  been  the 
result  of  panic,  but  the  deliberate  execution 
of  a  fore-ordained  sentence.  The  only  question 
was  how  to  make  the  necessary  execution 
most  awe-inspiring  and  exemplary.  The 
moment  was  well  chosen,  and  served  to 
strengthen,  for  the  time  being,  the  waning 
authority  of  these  two  Englishmen  thus  thrown 
upon  their  own  resources  in  the  heart  of 
Africa. 

The  position  was  not  a  pleasant  one.  For 
three  months  the  Plateau  had  been  surrounded 
by  hostile  tribes,  who  made  desultory  raids 
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from  time  to  time.  These,  the  httle  force  on 
the  summit  was  able  to  repulse ;  but  a  com- 
bined attack  from,  say,  two  sides  at  once 
would  certainly  have  been  successful.  Mere- 
dith had  no  reason  to  suppose  that  his  appeal 
for  help  had  reached  Msala,  infested  as  the 
intervening  forests  were  by  cannibal  tribes. 
Provisions  were  at  a  low  ebb.  There  seemed 
to  be  no  hope  of  outside  aid,  and  disaffection 
was  rife  in  his  small  force.  Jack  Meredith, 
who  was  no  soldier,  found  himself  called  upon 
to  defend  a  weak  position,  with  unrehable 
men,  for  an  indefinite  period. 

Joseph  had  a  rough  knowledge  of  soldier- 
ing and  a  very  rudimentary  notion  of  fortifi- 
cation. But  he  had  that  which  served  as 
well — the  unerring  eye  for  covert  of  a  marks- 
man. He  was  a  dead  shot  at  any  range,  and 
knowing   what   he   could    hit   he    also  knew 
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how  to  screen  himself  from  the  rifle  of  an 
enemy. 

Above  all,  perhaps,  was  the  quiet  influence 
of  a  man  who  never  flinched  from  danger  nor 
seemed  to  be  in  the  least  disconcerted  by  its 
presence. 

'  It  seems,  sir,'  said  Joseph  to  his  master 
later  in  the  day,  '  that  you've  kinder  stumped 
them.     They  don't  understand  you.' 

'They  must  be  kept  in  check  by  fear. 
There  is  no  other  way,'  replied  Meredith 
rather  wearily.  Of  late  he  had  felt  less  and 
less  inclined  to  exert  himself. 

'Yes,  sir.     Those  sort  o'  men.' 

Meredith  made  no  answer,  and  after  a 
little  pause  Joseph  repeated  the  words  signifi- 
cantly, if  ungrammatically. 

'  Those  sort  o'  men.' 

'  What  do  you  mean  ? ' 


IN   PERIL  199 

'  Slaves,'  replied  Joseph  sharply,  touching 
his  hat  without  knowing  why. 

'  Slaves  !  What  the  devil  are  you  talking 
about  ? ' 

The  man  came  a  little  nearer. 

'  Those  forty  men — leastwise  thirty-four 
men — that  we  brought  from  Msala — Mr. 
Durnovo's  men  that  cultivate  this  'ere  Simia- 
cine  as  they  call  it — they're  different  from  the 
rest,  sir.' 

'  Yes,  of  course  they  are.  We  do  not  hire 
them  direct — we  hire  them  from  Mr.  Durnovo 
and  pay  their  wages  to  him.  They  are  of 
a  different  tribe  from  the  others — not  fighting 
men  but  agriculturists.' 

'  Ah '  Joseph  paused.    '  Strange  thing, 

sir,  but  I've  not  seen  'em  handling  any   of 
their  pay  yet.' 

'  Well,  that  is  their  affair.' 
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'  Yessir.' 

Havins^  unburthened  himself  of  his  sus- 
picion,  the  servant  retired,  sliaking  his  head 
ominously.  At  any  other  time  the  words 
just  recorded  would  have,  aroused  Jack 
Meredith's  attention,  but  the  singular  sloth- 
fulness  that  seemed  to  be  creeping  over  his 
intellect  was  already  acting  as  a  clog  on  his 
mental  energy. 

The  next  morning  he  was  unable  to  leave 
his  bed,  and  lay  all  day  in  a  state  of  semi- 
somnolence.  Joseph  explained  to  the  men 
that  the  leader  was  so  disgusted  with  their 
ungrateful  conduct  that  he  would  not  leave 
the  tent.  In  the  evening  there  was  a  slight 
attack  made  from  the  southern  side.  This 
Joseph  was  able  to  repulse,  chiefly  by  his  own 
long-range  £ring,  assisted  by  a  few  picked 
rifles.      But    the    situation     was     extremely 
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critical.  The  roll  of  the  big  war-drum 
could  be  heard  almost  incessantly,  rising 
with  weird  melancholy  from  the  forest  land 
beneath  them. 

Despite  difficulties,  the  new  crop  of 
Simiacine — the  second  within  twelve  months 
—  had  been  picked,  dried,  and  stored  in  cases. 
Without,  on  the  Plateau,  stood  the  bare  trees, 
affording  no  covert  for  savage  warfare — no 
screen  against  the  deadly  bullet.  The  camp 
was  placed  near  one  edge  of  the  tableland, 
and  on  this  exposed  side  the  stockade  was 
wisely  constructed  of  double  strength.  The 
attacks  had  hitherto  been  made  onl}^  from  this 
side,  but  Joseph  knew  that  anything  in  the 
nature  of  a  combined  assault  would  carry 
his  defence  before  it.  In  his  rough-and- 
ready  way  he  doctored  his  master,  making 
for  him  such  soups  and  strength-giving  food 
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as  he  could.  Once,  very  late  in  the  night, 
when  it  almost  seemed  that  the  shadow  of 
death  lay  over  the  little  tent,  he  pounded  up 
some  of  the  magic  Simiacine  leaves  and 
mixed  them  in  the  brandy  which  he  adminis- 
tered from  time  to  time. 

Before  sunrise  the  next  morning  the  alarm 
was  given  again,  and  the  little  garrison  was 
called  to  arms. 

When  Joseph  left  his  master's  tent  he  was 
convinced  that  neither  of  them  had  long  to 
live  ;  but  he  was  of  that  hard  material  which 
is  found  in  its  very  best  form  in  the  ranks 
and  on  the  forecastle — men  who  die  swearing. 
It  may  be  very  reprehensible — no  doubt  it  is 
— but  it  is  very  difficult  for  a  plain-going  man 
to  withhold  his  admiration  for  such  as  these. 
It  shows,  at  all  events,  that  Thomas  Atkins 
and  Jack  are  alike  unafraid  of  meeting  their 
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Maker.  It  is  their  duty  to  figlit  either  a 
living  eneniy  or  a  cruel  sea.  and  if  a  Httle 
profanity  helps  them  to  do  their  duty,  who 
are  we  that  we  may  condemn  them  ? 

So  Joseph  went  out  with  a  rifle  in  each 
hand  and  a  fine  selection  of  epithets  on  his 
tongue. 

'  Now,  you  devils,'  he  said,  '  we're  just 
going  to  fight  like  hell.' 

And  what  else  he  said  it  booteth 
little. 

He  took  his  station  on  the  roof  of  a  hut  in 
the  centre  of  the  httle  stockade,  and  from 
thence  he  directed  the  fire  of  his  men.  Crouch- 
ing beneath  him  he  had  a  disabled  native  who 
loaded  each  rifle  in  turn ;  and  just  by  way  of 
encouraging  the  others  he  picked  ofi'  the 
prominent  men  outside  the  stockade  with  a 
deadly  steadiness.     By  way  of  relieving  the 
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tension  he  indulged  in  an  occasional  pleasantry 
at  the  expense  of  the  enemy. 

'  Now,'  he  would  say,  '  there's  a  man 
lookin'  over  that  bush  with  a  green  feather 
on  his  nut.  It's  a  mistake  to  wear  green 
feathers  ;  it  makes  a  body  so  conspi- 
cuous.' 

And  the  wearer  of  the  obnoxious  feather 
would  throw  up  his  arms  and  topple  back- 
wards down  the  hill. 

If  Joseph  detected  anything  like  cowardice 
or  carelessness  he  pointed  his  rifle  with  a 
threatening  fro^vn  towards  the  culprit,  with 
instant  effect.  Presently,  however,  things 
began  to  get  more  serious.  This  was  not  the 
sudden  assault  of  a  sinofle  chief,  but  an  orcran- 
ised  attack.  Before  long  Joseph  ceased  to 
smile.  By  sunrise  he  was  off  the  roof,  run- 
ning from    one  weak  point    to    another,    en- 
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couraging,  threatening,  fighting,  and  swearing 
very  hard.  More  than  once  the  enemy 
reached  the  stockade,  and — ominous  sign — 
one  or  two  of  their  dead  lay  inside  the 
defence. 

'  Fight,  yer  devils — fight ! '  he  cried  in  a 
hoarse  whisper,  for  his  voice  had  given  way. 
'  Hell— give  'em  hell ! ' 

He  was  everywhere  at  once,  urging  on  his 
men,  kicking  them,  pushing  them,  forcing 
them  up  to  the  stockade.  But  he  saw  the 
end.  Half-dazed,  the  blacks  fought  on  in 
silence.  The  grim  African  sun  leapt  up 
above  the  distant  fine  of  forest  and  shone 
upon  one  of  the  finest  sights  to  be  seen  on 
earth — a  soldier  wounded,  driven,  desperate, 
and  not  afraid. 

In  the  midst  of  it  a  hand  was  laid  on 
Joseph's  shoulder. 
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'  There,'  cried  a  voice,  '  that  corner.  See 
to  it.' 

Without  looking  round,  Joseph  obeyed, 
and  the  breached  corner  was  saved.  He  only 
knew  that  his  master,  who  was  almost  dead, 
had  come  to  life  again.  There  was  no  time 
for  anything  else. 

For  half  an  hour  it  was  a  question 
of  any  moment.  Master  and  man  were  for 
the  time  being  nothing  better  than  mad- 
men, and  the  fighting  frenzy  is  wildly  in- 
fectious. 

At  last  there  was  a  pause.  The  enemy 
fell  back,  and  in  the  momentary  silence  the 
sound  of  distant  firing  reached  the  ears  of  the 
little  band  of  defenders. 

'  What's  that  r  '  asked  Meredith  sharply. 
He  looked  hke  one  risen  from  the  dead. 

'  Fighting     among     themselves,'     replied 
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Joseph,  wlio  was  wiping  blood  and  grime 
from  his  eyes. 

'Then  one  of  them  is  fighting  with  an 
Express  rifle.' 

Joseph  hstened. 

'  By  God  ! '  he  shouted, '  by  God,  Mer 

sir,  we're  saved  ! ' 

The  enemy  had  apparently  heard  the 
firing  too.  Perhaps  they  also  recognised  the 
peculiar  sharp  '  smack  '  of  the  Express  rifle 
amidst  the  others.  There  was  a  fresh  attack 
— an  ugly  rush  of  reckless  men.  But  the  news 
soon  spread  that  there  was  firing  in  the 
valley  and  the  sound  of  a  white  man's  rifle. 
The  little  garrison  plucked  up  heart,  and  the 
rifles,  almost  too  hot  to  hold,  dealt  death 
around. 

They  held  back  the  savages  until  the 
sound    of  the  firing  behind  them   was  quite 
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audible  even  amidst  the  heavy  rattle  of  the 
musketry. 

Then  suddenly  the  firing  ceased — the 
enemy  had  divided  and  fled.  For  a  few 
moments  there  was  a  strange,  tense  silence. 
Then  a  voice — an  English  voice — cried  : 

'  Come  on  ! ' 

The  next  moment  Guy  Oscard  stood  on 
the  edge  of  the  Plateau.  He  held  up  both 
arms  as  a  signal  to  those  within  the  stockade 
to  cease  firing,  and  then  he  came  forward, 
followed  by  a  number  of  blacks  and  Dur- 
novo. 

The  gate  was  rapidly  disencumbered  of 
its  rough  supports  and  thrown  open. 

Jack  Meredith  stood  in  the  aperture, 
holding  out  his  hand. 

'  It's  all  right ;  it's — all  right,'  he  said. 

Oscard  did  not  seem  to  take  so  cheerful 
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a  view  of  matters.  He  scrutinised  Meredith's 
face  with  visible  anxiety. 

Then  suddenly  Jack  lurched  up  against 
his  rescuer,  grabbing  at  him  vaguely. 

In  a  minute  Oscard  was  supporting  him 
back  towards  his  tent. 

'  It's  all  right,  you  know,'  explained  Jack 
Meredith  very  gravely  ;  '  I  am  a  bit  weak — 
tliat  is  all.  I  am  hungry — haven't  had  any- 
thing to  eat  for  some  time,  you  know.' 

'  Oh,  yes,'  said  Oscard  shortly  ;  '  I  know  all 
about  it.' 
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CHAPTER  XXVII 

OFF   DUTY 

Chacun  de  vous  peut-etre  en  son  coeur  solitaire 
Sous  des  ris  passagers  (^touffe  un  long  regret. 

'  Good-bye  to  that  damned  old  Platter — may 
it  be  for  ever  ! '  With  this  valedictory  remark 
Joseph  shook  his  fist  once  more  at  the  un- 
moved mountain  and  resumed  his  march. 

'William,'  he  continued  gravely  to  a 
native  porter  who  walked  at  his  side  and 
knew  no  word  of  Enghsh,  '  there  is  some 
money  that  is  not  worth  the  making/ 

The  man  grinned  from  ear  to  ear  and 
nodded  with  a  vast  appreciation  of  what  ex- 
perience taught  him  to  take  as  a  joke. 
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'  Eemember  that,  my  black  diamond,  and 
just  mind  the  corner  of  your  mouth  don't  get 
hitched  over  yer  ear,'  said  Joseph,  patting 
him  with  friendly  cheerfulness. 

Then  he  made  his  way  forward  to  walk 
by  the  side  of  his  master's  litter  and  encourage 
the  carriers  with  that  mixture  of  light 
badinage  and  heavy  swearing  which  composed 
his  method  of  dealing  with  the  natives. 

Three  days  after  the  arrival  of  the  rescu- 
ing force  at  the  Plateau,  Guy  Oscard  had 
organised  a  retreating  party,  commanded  by 
Joseph,  to  convey  Jack  Meredith  down  to  the 
coast.  He  knew  enough  of  medicine  to 
recognise  the  fact  that  this  was  no  passing 
indisposition,  but  a  thorough  breakdown  in 
health.  The  work  and  anxiety  of  the  last 
year,  added  to  the  strange  disquieting  breath 
of  the  Simiacine  grove,  had  brought  about 
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a  serious  collapse  in  the  system  which  only 
months  of  rest  and  freedom  from  care  could 
repair. 

Before  the  retreating  column  was  ready 
to  march  it  was  discovered  that  the  hostile 
tribes  had  finally  evacuated  the  country ; 
which  dehverance  was  brought  about  not 
by  Oscard's  blood-stained  track  through  the 
forest,  not  by  the  desperate  defence  of  the 
Plateau,  but  by  the  whisper  that  Victor 
Durnovo  was  with  them.  Truly  a  man's 
reputation  is  a  strange  thing. 

And  this  man — the  mighty  warrior  whose 
name  was  as  good  as  an  army  in  Central 
Africa — went  down  on  his  knees  one  night  to 
Guy  Oscard,  imploring  him  to  abandon  the 
Simiacine  Plateau,  or  at  all  events  to  allow 
him  to  go  down  to  Loango  with  Meredith  and 
Joseph. 
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'  No,'  said  Oscard  ;  '  Meredith  held  this 
place  for  us  when  he  could  have  left  it  safely. 
He  has  held  it  for  a  year.  It  is  our  turn  now. 
We  will  hold  it  for  him.  I  am  going  to  stay, 
and  you  have  to  stay  with  me.' 

For  Jack  Meredith,  life  was  at  this  time 
nothing  but  a  constant,  never-ceasing  fatigue. 
When  Oscar  helped  him  into  the  rough  litter 
they  had  constructed  for  his  comfort,  he  laid 
his  head  on  the  pillow,  overcome  with  a  dead 
sleep. 

'  Good-bye,  old  chap,'  said  Oscard,  patting 
him  on  the  shoulder. 

'  G'bye  ; '  and  Jack  Meredith  turned  over 
on  his  side  as  if  he  were  in  bed,  drew  up  the 
blanket,  and  closed  his  eyes.  He  did  not 
seem  to  know  where  he  was,  and,  what  was 
worse,  he  did  not  seem  to  care.  Oscard  gave 
the   signal    to    the    bearers,    and   the   march 
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began.  There  is  something  in  the  spring  of 
human  muscles  unhke  any  other  motive 
power  ;  the  power  of  thought  may  be  felt 
even  on  the  pole  of  a  htter,  and  one  thing 
that  modern  invention  can  never  equal  is  the 
comfort  of  being  carried  on  the  human 
shoulder.  The  slow  swinging  movement 
came  to  be  a  part  of  Jack  Meredith's  life — 
indeed,  life  itself  seemed  to  be  nothing  but 
a  huge  journey  thus  peacefully  accomplished. 
Through  the  flapping  curtains  an  endless 
procession  of  trees  passed  before  his  half- 
closed  eyes.  The  unintelligible  gabble  of  the 
light-hearted  bearers  of  his  litter  was  all  that 
reached  his  ears.  And  ever  at  his  side  was 
Joseph — cheerful,  indefatigable,  resourceful. 
There  was  in  his  mind  one  of  the  greatest 
happinesses  of  life — the  sense  of  something 
satisfactorily  accomplished — the  peacefulness 
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that  comes  when  the  necessity  for  effort  is 
past  and  left  behind — that  lying  down  to  rest 
which  must  surely  be  something  like  Death  in 
its  kindest  form. 

The  awe  inspired  by  Victor  Darnovo's 
name  went  before  the  little  caravan  like  a 
moral  convoy  and  cleared  their  path.  Thus, 
guarded  by  the  name  of  a  man  whom  he 
hated,  Jack  Meredith  was  enabled  to  pass 
through  a  savage  country  literally  cast  upon 
a  bed  of  sickness. 

In  due  course  the  river  was  reached,  and 
the  gentle  swing  of  the  litter  was  changed  for 
the  smoother  motion  of  the  canoe.  And  it 
was  at  this  period  of  the  journey — in  the 
forced  restfulness  of  body  entailed — that 
Joseph's  mind  soared  to  higher  things,  and  he 
determined  to  write  a  letter  to  Sir  John. 

He  was,  he  admitted  even  to  himself,  no 
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great  penman,  and  his  epistolary  style  tended, 
perhaps,  more  to  the  forcible  than  to  the 
finished. 

'  Somethin','  he  reflected,  '  that'll  just  curl 
his  back  hair  for  'im  ;  that's  what  I'll  write 'im.' 

Msala  had  been  devastated,  and  it  was 
within  the  roofless  walls  of  Durnovo's  house 
that  Joseph  finally  wrote  out  laboriously  the 
projected  capillary  invigorator. 

'Honoured  Sir'  (he  wrote), — 'Trusting you 
will  excuse  the  liberty,  I  take  up  my  pen  to 
advise  you  respectfully ' — while  writing  this 
word  Joseph  closed  his  left  eye  — '  that  my 
master  is  taken  seriously  worse.  Having  been 
on  the  sick-list  now  for  a  matter  of  ^ve  weeks, 
he  just  lies  on  his  bed  as  weak  as  a  new-born 
babe,  as  the  sayin'  is,  and  doesn't  take  no 
notice  of  nothing.     I  have  succeeded  in  bring- 
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ing  him  down  to  the  coast,  which  we  hope  to 
reach  to-morrow,  and  when  we  get  to  Loango 
— a  poor  sort  of  place — I  shall  at  once  obtain 
the  best  advice  obtainable — that  is  to  be  had. 
Howsoever,  I  may  have  to  send  for  it ;  but 
money  being  no  object  to  either  master  or  me, 
respectfully  I  beg  to  say  that  every  care  will 
be  took.  Master  having  kind  friends  at 
Loango,  I  have  no  anxiety  as  to  the  future, 
but,  honoured  sir,  it  has  been  a  near  touch  in 
the  past — just  touch  and  go,  so  to  speak. 
Not  being  in  a  position  to  form  a  estimate  of 
what  is  the  matter  with  master,  I  can  only 
respectfully  mention  that  I  take  it  to  be  a 
general  kerlapse  of  the  system,  brought  on, 
no  doubt,  by  too  long  a  living  in  the  unhealthy 
platters  of  Central  Africa.  When  I  gets  him 
to  Loango  I  shall  go  straight  to  the  house  of 
Mr.  and  Miss  Gordon,  where  we  stayed  before, 
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and  with  no  fear  but  what  we  will  be  received 
with  every  kindness  and  the  greatest  hospi- 
tality. Thank  God,  honoured  sir,  I've  kept 
my  health  and  strength  wonderful,  and  am 
therefore  more  able  to  look  after  master. 
When  we  reach  Loango  I  shall  ask  Miss 
Gordon  kindly  to  write  to  you,  sir,  seeing  as 
I  have  no  great  facility  with  my  pen. — I  am, 
honoured  sir,  your  respectful  servant  to 
command, 

'  Joseph  Atkinsox, 

'  Late  Corporal  217th  Eegt.' 

There  were  one  or  two  round  splashes  on 
the  paper  suggestive,  perhaps,  of  tears,  but 
not  indicative  of  those  useless  tributes.  The 
truth  was  that  it  was  a  hot  evening,  and 
Joseph  had,  as  he  confessed,  but  little  facility 
with  the  pen. 
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'  There,'  said  tlie  scribe,  with  a  smile  of 
intense  satisfaction.  '  That  will  give  the  old 
'un  beans.  Not  that  I  don't  respect  him — 
oh  no.' 

He  paused,  and  gazed  thoughtfully  at  the 
evening  star. 

'Strange  thing — life,'  he  muttered,  'un- 
common strange.  Perhaps  the  old  'un  is 
right ;  there's  no  knowin'.  The  ways  o'  Pro- 
vidence are  mysterious — onnecessarily  mys- 
terious, to  my  thinkin'.' 

And  he  shook  his  head  at  the  evening 
star,  as  if  he  was  not  quite  pleased  with  it. 

With  a  feeling  of  considerable  satisfaction, 
Joseph  approached  the  Bungalow  at  Loango 
three  days  later.  The  short  sea  voyage  had 
somewhat  revived  Meredith,  who  had  been 
desirous  of  walking  up  from  the  beach,  but 
after   a   short   attempt   had   been  compelled 
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to  enter  the  spring  cart  which  Joseph  had 
secured. 

Joseph  walked  by  the  side  of  this  cart 
with  an  erect  carriage,  and  a  suppressed 
importance  suggestive  of  ambulance  duty  in 
the  old  days. 

As  the  somewhat  melancholy  cortege  ap- 
proached the  house,  Meredith  drew  back  the 
dusky  brown  holland  curtain  and  looked 
anxiously  out.  Nor  were  Joseph's  eyes  de- 
void of  expectation.  He  thought  that  Jocelyn 
would  presently  emerge  from  the  flower- hung 
trellis  of  the  verandah  ;  and  he  had  rehearsed 
over  and  over  again  a  neat,  respectful  speech, 
explanatory  of  his  action  in  bringing  a  sick 
man  to  the  house. 

But  the  hanging  fronds  of  flower  and  leaf 
remained  motionless,  and  the  cart  drove,  un- 
challenged, round  to  the  principal  door. 
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A  black  servant — a  stranger — held  the 
liandle,  and  stood  back  invitingly.  Supported 
by  Joseph's  arm,  Jack  Meredith  entered.  The 
servant  threw  open  the  drawing-room  door ; 
they  passed  in.  The  room  was  empty.  On 
the  table  lay  two  letters,  one  addressed  to 
Guy  Oscar d,  the  other  to  Jack  Meredith. 

Meredith  felt  suddenly  how  weak  he  was, 
and  sat  wearily  down  on  the  sofa. 

'  Give  me  that  letter,'  he  said. 

Joseph  looked  at  him  keenly.  There  was 
something  forlorn  and  cold  about  the  room 
— about  the  whole  house — with  the  silent, 
smiling,  black  servants  and  the  shaded  win- 
dows. 

Joseph  handed  the  letter  as  desired,  and 
then,  with  quick  practised  hands,  he  poured 
a  small  quantity  of  brandy  into  the  cup  of 
his  flask.     '  Drink  this  first,  sir,'  he  said. 
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Jack  Meredith  fumbled  rather  feebly  at 
the  letter.  It  was  distinctly  an  effort  to  him 
to  tear  the  paper. 

'  My  dear  Meredith  '  (he  read), — '  Just  a 
line  to  tell  you  that  the  Bungalow  and  its 
contents  are  at  your  service.  Jocelyn  and 
I  are  off  home  for  two  months'  change  of  air. 
I  have  been  a  bit  seedy.  I  leave  this  at  the 
Bungalow,  and  we  shall  feel  hurt  if  you  do 
not  make  the  house  your  home  whenever  you 
happen  to  come  down  to  Loango.  I  have 
left  a  similar  note  for  Oscard,  in  whose  ex- 
pedition to  your  relief  I  have  all  faith. 
'  Yours  ever, 

'Maurice  Gordon.' 

'  Here,'  said  Meredith  to  his  servant,  *  you 
may  as  well  read  it  for  yourself.' 


OFF   DUTY  223 

He  handed  the  letter  to  Joseph  and  leant 
back  with  a  strange  rapidity  of  movement  on 
the  sofa.  As  he  lay  there  with  his  eyes 
closed  he  looked  remarkably  like  a  dead 
man. 

While  Joseph  was  reading  the  letter  the 
sound  of  bare  feet  on  the  cocoa-leaf  matting 
made  him  turn  round. 

A  small,  rotund  white  figure  of  a  child, 
clad  in  a  cotton  garment,  stood  in  the  door- 
way, finger  in  mouth,  gazing  gravely  at  the 
two  occupants  of  the  room. 

'  Nestorius  I '  exclaimed  Joseph,  '  by  all 
that's  holy !  Well,  I  am  glad  to  see  you, 
my  son.     Where's  Mammy,  eh  ?  ' 

Nestorius  turned  gravely  round  and 
pointed  a  small  dusky  finger  in  the  direc- 
tion of  the  servants'  quarters.  Then  he 
replaced  the  finger  between  his  lips  and  came 
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slowly    forward    to    examine    Meredith,    who 
had  opened  his  eyes. 

'  Well,  stout  Nestorius.  This  is  a  bad 
case,  is  it  not  ? '  said  the  sick  man. 

*  Bad  case,'  repeated  Nestorius  mechanic- 

ally. 

At  that  moment  Marie  came  into  the 
room,  dignified,  gentle,  self-possessed. 

*  Ah,  missis,'  said  Joseph,  '  I'm  glad  to 
see  you.  You're  wanted  badly,  and  that's 
the  truth.     Mr.  Meredith's  not  at  all  well.' 

Marie  bowed  gravely.  She  went  to  Mere- 
dith's side  and  looked  at  him  with  a  smile 
that  was  at  once  critical  and  encouraging. 
Nestorius  holding  on  to  her  skirt  looked  up 
to  her  face,  and,  seeing  the  smile,  smiled  too. 
He  went  further.  He  turned  round  and 
smiled  at  Joseph  as  if  to  make  things  pleasant 
all  round. 
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Marie  stooped  over  the  sofa  and  her  clever 
dusky  fingers  moved  to  the  cushions. 

'  You  will  be  better  in  bed,'  she  said  ; 
'I  will  get  Mr.  Gordon's  room  made  ready 
for  you — yes  ?  ' 

There  are  occasions  when  the  mere  pre- 
sence of  a  woman  supplies  a  distinct  want. 
She  need  not  be  clever,  or  very  capable  ;  she 
need  have  no  great  learning  or  experience. 
She  merely  has  to  be  a  woman — the  more 
womanly  the  better.  There  are  times  when 
a  man  may  actually  be  afraid  for  the  want 
of  a  woman,  but  that  is  usually  for  the  want 
of  one  particular  woman.  There  may  be  a 
distinct  sense  of  fear — a  fear  of  life  and  its 
possibilities — which  is  nothing  else  than  a 
want — the  want  of  a  certain  voice,  the  desire 
to  be  touched  by  a  certain  hand,  the  carping 
necessity  (which  takes  the  physical  form  of  a 

VOL.  II.  Q 


226  WITH   EDGED   TOOLS 

pressure  deep  down  in  the  throat)  for  the 
sympathy  of  that  one  person  whose  presence 
is  different  from  the  presence  of  other  people. 
And  faihng  that  particular  woman,  another 
can  in  a  certain  degree,  by  her  mere  woman- 
liness, stay  the  pressure  of  the  want. 

This  was  what  Marie  did  for  Jack  Meredith , 
by  coming  into  the  room  and  bending  over 
him  and  touching  his  cushions  with  a  sort  of 
deftness  and  savoir  faire.  He  did  not  define 
his  feelino's — he  was  too  weak  for  that;  but 
he  had  been  conscious,  for  the  first  time  in 
his  life,  of  a  distinct  sense  of  fear  when  he 
read  Maurice  Gordon's  letter.  Of  course  he 
had  thought  of  the  possibility  of  death  many 
times  during  the  last  five  weeks ;  but  he 
had  no  intention  of  dying.  He  set  the  fact 
plainly  before  himself  that  with  care  he 
might  recover,  but  that  at  any  moment  some 
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symptom    could    declare   itself  which   would 
mean  death. 

Both  he  and  Joseph  had,  without  making 
mention  of  it  to  each  other,  counted  entirely 
on  finding  the  Gordons  at  home.  It  was 
more  than  a  disappointment — very  much 
more  for  Jack  Meredith.  But  in  real  life 
we  do  not  analyse  our  feelings  as  do  men  in 
books — more  especially  books  of  the  mawko- 
religious  tenor  written  by  ladies.  Jack  Mere- 
dith only  knew  that  he  felt  suddenly  afraid 
of  dying  when  he  read  Maurice  Gordon's 
letter,  and  that  when  the  half-caste  woman 
came  into  the  room  and  gently  asserted  her 
claim,  as  it  were,  to  supreme  authority  in  this 
situation,  the  fear  seemed  to  be  allayed. 

Joseph,  with  something  bright  glistening 
in  his  keen,  quick  eyes,  stood  watching  her 
face  as  if  for  a  verdict. 

q2 
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'  You  are  tired,'  she  said,  '  after  your  long 
journey.' 

Then  she  turned  to  Joseph  with  that  soft, 
natural  way  which  seems  to  run  through 
the  negro  blood,  however  much  it  may  be 
diluted. 

'  Help  Mr.  Meredith,'  she  said,  '  to  Mr 
Gordon's  room.  I  will  go  at  once  and  see 
that  the  bed  is  prepared.' 
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A  SLOW  KECOVERT 

We  dare  not  let  our  tears  flow,  lest,  in  truth, 
They  fall  upon  our  work  which  must  be  done. 

'They  was  just  in  time,'  said  Joseph  pleasantly 
to  Marie  that  same  evening,  when  Jack 
Meredith  had  been  made  comfortable  for  the 
night,  and  there  was  time  to  spare  for 
supper. 

'  Ah  ! '  rephed  the  woman,  who  was  busy 
with  the  supper-table. 

Joseph  glanced  at  her  keenly.  The  ex- 
clamation not  only  displayed  a  due  interest, 
but  contained  many  questions.  He  stretched 
out  his  legs  and  wagged  his  head  sapiently. 
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'  And  no  mistake  ! '  he  said.  '  They  timed 
it  almost  to  the  minute.  We  had  sort  of 
beaten  them  back  for  the  time  bein'.  Mr. 
Meredith  had  woke  up  sudden,  as  I  told  you, 
and  came  into  the  thick  of  the  melee^  as  we 
say  in  the  service.  Then  we  heard  the  firin' 
in  the  distance  and  the  "splat"  of  Mr.  Oscard's 
Express  rifle.  I  just  turns,  like  this  'ere,  my 
head  over  me  shoulder,  quite  confidential, 
and  I  says,  "  Good  Lord,  I  thank  yer."  I'm 
no  hand  at  tracts  and  Bible-readin  s,  but  I'm 
not  such  a  blamed  fool.  Mistress  Marie,  as  to 
think  that  this  'ere  rura-fro  of  a  world  made 
itself.  No,  not  quite.  So  I  just  put  in  a 
word,  quiet-like,  to  the  Creator.' 

Marie  was  setting  before  him  such 
luxuries  as  she  could  command.  She  nodded 
encouragingly. 

'  Go  on  '  she  said.     '  Tell  me  ! ' 
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'  Cheddar  cheese,'  he  said  parenthetically^ 
with  an  appreciative  sniff.  'Hav'n't  seen  a 
bit  o'  that  for  a  long  time  !  Well,  then,  up 
comes  Mr.  Oscard  as  cool  as  a  cowcumber, 
and  Mr.  Meredith  he  gives  a  sort  of  little 
laugh  and  says,  "  Open  that  gate."  Quite 
quiet,  yer  know.  ISTo  high  falutin'  and  potry 
and  that.  A  few  minutes  before  he  had  been 
fightin'  and  cussin'  and  shoutin',  just  like  any 
Johnny  in  the  ranks.  Then  he  calms  down 
and  wipes  the  blood  off'n  his  hand  on  the 
side  of  his  pants,  and  says,  "  Open  that  gate." 
That's  a  nice  piece  of  butter  you've  got  there, 
mistress.  Lord !  it's  strange  I  never  missed 
all  them  things.' 

'  Bring  your  chair  to  the  table,'  said 
Marie,    '  and     begin.      You     are    hungry — 


yes  ? ' 


'  Hungry  ain't  quite  the  word.' 
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'  You  will  have  some  mutton— yes  ?  And 
Mr.  Durnovo,  where  was  he  ?  ' 

Joseph  bent  over  his  plate,  with  elbows 
well  out,  wielding  his  knife  and  fork  with  a 
more  obvious  sense  of  enjoyment  than  usually 
obtains  in  the  pohter  circles. 

'  Mr.  Durnovo,'  he  said,  with  one  quick 
glance  towards  her.  '  Oh,  he  was  just  behind 
Mr.  Oscard.  And  he  follows  'im,  and  we  all 
shake  hands  just  as  if  we  was  meeting  in  the 
Eow,  except  that  most  of  our  hands  was  a 
bit  grimy  and  sticky-like  with  blood  and 
grease  off'n  the  cartridges.' 

'  And,'  said  Marie,  in  an  indirectly  inter- 
rogative way,  as  she  helped  him  to  a  piece  of 
sweet  potato,  '  you  were  glad  to  see  them, 
Mr.  Oscard  and  ]\ir.  Durnovo — yes  ?  ' 

'  Glad  ain't  quite  the  word,'  replied 
Joseph,  with  his  mouth  full. 
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'  And  they  were  not  hurt  or — ill  ? ' 

'  Oh,  no ! '  returned  Joseph  with  another 
quick  glance.  '  They  were  all  right.  But  I 
don't  like  sitting  here  and  eatin'  while  you 
don't  take  bit  or  sup  yourself.  Won't  you 
chip  in,  Mistress  Marie  ?     Come  now,  do.' 

With  her  deep,  patient  smile  she  obeyed 
him,  eating  little  and  carelessly,  like  a  woman 
in  some  distress. 

'  Wlien  will  they  come  down  to  Loango  ?  ' 
she  asked  suddenly,  without  looking  at  him. 

'Ah!  that  I  can't  tell  you.  We  left 
quite  in  a  hurry,  as  one  may  say,  with 
nothin'  arranged.  Truth  is  I  think  we  all 
feared  that  the  guv'nor  had  got  his  route. 
He  looked  very  hke  peggin'  out,  and  that's 
the  truth.  Howsomever,  I  hope  for  the  best 
now.' 

Marie    said    nothing,    merely   contenting 
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herself  with   attending  to    his    wants,    which 
were  numerous  and  frequent. 

'  That  God-forsaken  place,  Msala,'  said 
Joseph  presently,  '  has  been  rather  crumbled 
up  by  the  enemy.' 

'  They  have  destroyed  it — yes  ?  ' 

'  That  is  so.  You're  right,  they  'ave 
destroyed  it.' 

Marie  gave  a  quick  little  sigh — one  of 
those  sighs  which  the  worldly-wise  recognise 
at  once. 

'  You  don't  seem  over-pleased,'  said 
Joseph. 

'  I  was  very  happy  there,'  she  answered. 

Joseph  leant  back  in  his  chair,  fingering 
reflectively  his  beer- glass. 

'  I'm  afraid,  mistress,'  he  said  half-shy ly, 
'  that  your  life  can't  have  been  a  very  happy 
one.     There's  some  folk  that  is  like  that — 
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t]j rough  no  fault  of  their  own,  too,  so  far  as 
our  mortal  vision,  so  to  speak,  can  reckon  it 
up.' 

'  I  have  my  troubles,  like  other  people,' 
she  answered  softly. 

Joseph  inclined  his  head  to  one  side  and 
collected  his  breadcrumbs  thoughtfully. 

'Always  seems  to  me,'  he  said,  '  that  yoar 
married  life  can't  have  been  so  happy-like 
as — well,  as  one  might  say  you  deserved, 
missis.  But  then  you've  got  them  clever 
little  kids.  I  do  like  them  little  kids  won- 
derful. Not  bein'  a  marrying  man  myself,  I 
don't  know^  much  of  such  matters.  But  I've 
always  understood  that  little  'uns — especially 
cunning  little  souls  like  yours — go  a  long 
way  towards  makin'  up  a  woman's  happiness.' 

'  Yes,'  she  murmured,  with  her  slow 
smile. 
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'  Been  dead  long — their  pa  ? ' 

'  He  is  not  dead.' 

'  Oh — beg  pardon.' 

And  Joseph  drowned  a  very  proper  con- 
fusion in  bitter  beer. 

'  He  has  only  ceased  to  care  about  me — 
or  his  children,'  explained  Marie. 

Joseph  shook  his  head ;  but  whether 
denial  of  such  a  possibility  was  intended,  or 
an  expression  of  sympathy,  he  did  not 
explain. 

'  I  hope,'  he  said,  with  a  somewhat 
laboured  change  of  manner,  '  that  the  little 
ones  are  in  good  health.' 

'  Yes,  thank  you.' 

Joseph  pushed  back  his  chair  with  con- 
siderable vigour,  and  passed  the  back  of  his 
hand  convivially  across  his  moustache. 

'  A    square   meal    I    call    that,'  he   said, 
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with    a   pleasant   laugh,    *  and   I   thank  you 
kindly.' 

With  a  tact  which  is  sometimes  found 
wanting  inside  a  better  coat  than  he  pos- 
sessed, Joseph  never  again  referred  to  that 
part  of  Marie's  Hfe  which  seemed  to  hang 
hke  a  shadow  over  her  being.  Instead,  he 
set  himself  the  task  of  driving  away  the  dull 
sense  of  care  which  was  hers,  and  he  suc- 
ceeded so  well  that  Jack  Meredith,  lying 
between  sleep  and  death  in  his  bedroom, 
sometimes  heard  a  new  strange  laugh. 

By  daybreak  next  morning  Joseph  was  at 
sea  again,  steaming  south  in  a  coasting-boat 
towards  St.  Paul  de  Loanda.  He  sent  off  a 
telegram  to  Maurice  Gordon  in  England, 
announcing  the  success  of  the  Eelief 
Expedition,  and  then  proceeded  to  secure 
the  entire  services  of  a  medical  man.     With 
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this  youthful  disciple  of  ^sculapius  he 
returned  forthwith  to  Loango,  and  settled 
down  with  characteristic  energy  to  nurse  his 
master. 

Meredith's  progress  was  lamentably  slow, 
but  still  it  was  progress,  and  in  the  right 
direction.  The  doctor,  who  was  wise  in  the 
strange  maladies  of  the  West  Coast,  stayed 
for  two  days,  and  promised  to  return  once  a 
week.  He  left  full  instructions,  and  particu- 
larly impressed  upon  the  tw^o  nurses  the  fact 
that  the  recovery  would  necessarily  be  so 
slow  that  their  unpractised  eyes  could  hardly 
expect  to  trace  its  progress. 

It  is  just  possible  that  Meredith  could  at 
this  time  have  had  no  better  nurse  than 
Joseph.  There  w^as  a  military  discipline 
about  the  man's  method  which  was  worth 
more  than  much  feminine  persuasion. 
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*  Beef  tea,  sir,'  he  would  announce  with 
a  face  of  wood,  for  the  sixth  time  in  one 
day. 

'  What,  again  ?     No,  hang  it !  I  can't.' 

'  Them's  my  orders,  sir,'  was  Joseph's 
invariable  reply,  and  he  was  usually  in  a 
position  to  produce  documentary  confirmation 
of  his  statement.  The  two  men — master  and 
servant — had  grown  so  accustomed  to  the 
mihtary  discipline  of  a  besieged  garrison  that 
it  did  not  seem  to  occur  to  them  to  question 
the  doctor's  orders. 

Nestorius — small,  stout  and  silent — was 
a  frequenter  of  the  sick-room,  by  desire  of 
the  invalid.  After  laboriously  toiling  up  the 
shallow  stairs — a  work  entailing  huge  efibrt 
of  limbs  and  chin — he  would  stump  gravely 
into  the  room  without  any  form  of  salutation. 
There  are  some  great  minds  above  such  trifles. 
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His  examination  of  tlie  patient  was  a  matter 
of  some  minutes.  Then  he  would  say,  '  Bad 
case,'  with  the  pecuhar  mechanical  diction 
that  was  his — the  words  that  Meredith  had 
tauofht  him  on  the  eveninor  of  his  arrival. 
After  making  his  diagnosis  Nestorius  usually 
proceeded  to  entertain  the  patient  with  a 
display  of  his  treasures  for  the  time  being. 
These  were  not  in  themselves  of  great  value  : 
sundry  pebbles,  a  trouser-button,  two  shells, 
and  a  glass  stopper,  formed,  as  it  were,  the 
basis  of  his  collection,  which  was  increased  or 
diminished  according  to  circumstances.  Some 
of  these  he  named  ;  others  were  exhibited 
with  a  single  adjective,  uttered  curtly,  as 
between  men  who  required  no  great  tale  of 
words  wherewith  to  understand  each  other. 
A  few  were  considered  to  be  of  sufficient 
value  and  importance  to  tell  their  own  story 
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and  make  their  way  in  the  world  thereupon. 
He  held  these  out  with  a  face  of  grave  and 
contemplative  patronage. 

'  Never,  Nestorius,'  Meredith  would  say 
gravely,  '  in  the  course  of  a  long  and  varied 
experience,  have  I  seen  a  Worcester-sauce 
stopper  of  such  transcendent  beauty.' 

Sometimes  Nestorius  clambered  on  to  the 
bed,  when  the  mosquito-curtains  were  up, 
and  rested  from  his  labours — a  small  curled- 
up  form,  looking  very  comfortable.  And 
then,  when  his  mother's  soft  voice  called  him, 
he  was  wont  to  gather  up  his  belongmgs  and 
take  his  departure.  On  the  threshold  he 
always  paused,  finger  in  mouth,  to  utter  a 
valedictory  '  Bad  case '  before  making  his 
way  downstairs  with  a  shadowy,  mystic 
smile. 

Kind  neighbours  called,  and  well-meaning 

VOL.    IL  R 
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but  mistaken  dissenting  missionaries  left 
religious  works  of  a  morbid  nature,  eminently 
suitable  to  the  sick-bed  ;  but  Joseph,  Marie, 
and  Nestorius  were  the  only  three  who  had 
free  access  to  the  quiet  room. 

And  all  the  while  the  rain  fell — night  and 
day,  morning,  noon,  and  evening — as  if  the 
flood-gates  had  been  left  open  by  mistake. 

'  Sloobrious,  no  doubt,'  said  Joseph,  '  but 
blamed  depressing.' 

And  he  shook  his  head  at  the  lowering 
sky  with  a  tolerant  smile,  which  was  his  way 
of  taking  Providence  to  task. 

'  Do  y'  know  what  I  would  like,  missis  ?  ' 
he  asked  briskly  of  Marie  one  evening. 

'  No.' 

'  Well,  I'd  like  to  clap  my  eyes  on  Miss 
Gordon,  just  a  stepping  in  at  that  open 
door — that's  what  we  want.     That  sawbones 
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feller  is  right  when  he  says  the  progress  will 
be  slow.  Slow  !  Slow  ain't  qnite  the  word. 
No  more  ain't  progress  the  word — that's  my 
opinion.  He  just  lies  on  that  bed,  and  the 
most  he  can  do  is  to  skylark  a  bit  with 
Nestorius.  He  don't  take  no  interest  in 
no  thin',  least  of  all  in  his  victuals — and  a 
man's  in  a  bad  way  when  he  takes  no  interest 
in  his  victuals.  Yes,  I'll  take  another  pan- 
cake, thankin'  you  kindly.  You've  got  a  rare 
light  hand  for  pancakes.  Eare — rare  ain't 
quite  the  word.' 

'  But  what  could  Miss  Gordon  do  ?  '  asked 
Marie. 

'Well,  she  could  kinder  interest  him  in 
things — don't  you  see  ?  Him  and  I  we  ain't 
got  much  in  common — except  his  clothes  and 
that  confounded  beef-tea  and  slushin's.  And 
then  there's  Mr.  Gordon.     He's  a  good  hear  / 

R  2 
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sort,  he  is.  Comes  galamphin'  into  the  room, 
kickin'  a  couple  of  footstools  and  upsettin' 
things  promiscuous.  It  cheers  a  invalid  up, 
that  sort  o'  thing.' 

Marie  laughed  in  an  awkward,  unwonted 
way. 

'  But  it  do,  missis,'  pursued  Joseph,  '  won- 
derful ;  and  I  can't  do  it  myself.  I  tried  the 
other  day,  and  master  only  thought  I'd  been 
drinkin'.' 

'  You  are  impatient,'  said  Marie.  '  He  is 
better,  I  know.  I  can  see  it.  You  see  it 
yourself — yes  ?  ' 

'  A  bit — just  a  bit.  But  he  wants  some 
one  of  his  own  station  in  life,  without  offence, 
Mistress  Marie.  Some  one  as  will  talk  with 
him    about    books    and    evenin'    parties    and 

things.       And '   he    paused    reflectively, 

'  and  Miss  Gordon  would  do  that.' 
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There  was  a  little  silence,  during  which 
another  pancake  met  its  fate. 

'  You  know,'  said  Joseph,  with  sudden 
confidence,  '  he's  goin'  to  marry  a  young  lady 
at  home,  in  London  ;  a  young  lady  of  fashion, 
as  they  say — one  of  them  that's  got  one  smile 
for  men  and  another  for  women.  Not  his 
sort,  as  I  should  have  thought  myself,  knowin' 
him  as  I  do.' 

'  Then  why  does  he  marry  her  ? '  asked 
Marie. 

'  Ah  !  '  Joseph  rose,  and  stretched  out  his 
arms  with  a  freedom  from  restraint  learnt  in 
the  barrack-room.  '  There  you're  asking  me 
more  than  I  can  tell  you.  I  suppose — it's  the 
old  story — I  suppose  he  thinks  that  she  is  his 
sort.' 
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CHAPTER   XXIX 

A   CHANCE   ACQUAINTANCE 

The  pride  that  prompts  the  bitter  jest. 

A  SPACE  had  with  some  ctifficulty  been  cleared 
at  the  upper  end  of  an  aristocratic  London 
drawing-room,  and  with  considerable  enthu- 
siasm Miss  Fitzmannering  pranced  into  the 
middle  of  it.  Miss  Fitzmannering  had  kindly 
allowed  herself  to  be  persuaded  to  do  '  only 
a  few  steps '  of  her  celebrated  skirt-dance. 
Miss  Eline  Fitzmannering  officiated  at  the 
piano,  and  later  on,  while  they  were  brushing 
their  hair,  they  quarrelled  because  she  took 
the  time  too  quickly. 

The  aristocratic  assembly  looked  on  with 
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mixed  feelings,  and  faces  suitable  to  the  same. 
The  girls  who  could  not  skirt-dance  yawned 
behind  their  fans — gauze  preferred,  because 
the  Fitzmannerings  could  see  through  gauze 
if  they  could  not  see  through  anything  else. 
The  gifted  products  of  fashionable  Brighton 
schools,  who  could  in  their  own  way  make 
exhibitions  of  themselves  also,  wondered  Avho 
on  earth  had  taught  Miss  Fitzmannering ;  and 
the  servants  at  the  door  felt  ashamed  of  them- 
selves without  knowing  why. 

Miss  Fitzmannering  had  practised  that 
skirt-dance — those  few  steps — religiously  for 
the  last  month.  She  had  been  taught  those 
same  contortions  by  a  young  lady  in  the  pro- 
fession, wliom  even  Billy  Fitzmannering  raised 
his  eyebrows  at.  And  everyone  knows  that 
Billy  is  not  particular.  The  performance  was 
not  graceful,  and  the  gentlem.en  present,  who 
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knew  more  about  dancing — skirt  or  otherwise 
— than  they  cared  to  admit,  pursed  up  the 
corners  of  tlieir  mouths  and  looked  straight 
in  front  of  them — afraid  to  meet  the  eye  of 
some  person  or  persons  undefined. 

But  the  best  face  there  was  that  of  Sir 
John  Meredith.  He  was  not  bored,  as  were 
many  of  his  juniors — at  least,  he  did  not  look 
it.  He  was  neither  shocked  nor  disgusted,  as 
apparently  were  some  of  his  contemporaries 
— at  least  his  face  betrayed  neither  of  those 
emotions.  He  was  keenly  interested — suavely 
attentive.  He  followed  each  spasmodic  move- 
ment with  imperturbably  pleasant  eyes. 

'  My  dear  young  lady,'  he  said,  with  one  of 
his  courtliest  bows,  when  at  last  Miss  Fitz- 
mannering  had  had  enough  of  it,  '  you  have 
given  us  a  great  treat — you  have,  indeed/ 
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'  A  most  unique  performance,'  he  con- 
tinued, turning  gravely  to  Lady  Cantourne, 
by  whose  side  he  had  been  standing ;  and, 
strange  to  say,  her  ladyship  made  a  reproving 
little  movement  of  the  lips,  and  tapped  his 
elbow  surreptitiously,  as  if  he  were  mis- 
behaving himself. 

He  offered  his  arm  with  a  murmur  of  re- 
freshments, and  she  accepted. 

'  Well,'  he  said,  when  they  were  alone,  or 
nearly  so,  '  do  you  not  admit  that  it  was  a 
most  unique  performance  ?  ' 

'  Hush  ! '  replied  the  lady,  either  because 
she  w^as  a  woman  or  because  she  was  a 
woman  of  the  world.  '  The  poor  girl  cannot 
help  it.  She  is  forced  into  it  by  the  exi- 
gencies of  society,  and  her  mother.  It  is 
not  entirely  her  fault.' 
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'  It  will  be  entirely  my  fault,'  replied  Sir 
John,  '  if  I  see  her  do  it  again.' 

'  It  does  not  matter  about  a  man,'  said 
Lady  Cantourne,  after  a  little  pause  ;  '  but  a 
woman  cannot  afford  to  make  a  fool  of  herself. 
She  ought  never  to  run  the  risk  of  being 
laughed  at.  And  yet  I  am  told  that  they 
teach  that  elegant  accomplishment  at  fashion- 
able schools.' 

'  Which  proves  that  the  schoolmistress  is 
a  knave  as  well  as the  other  tliinf^.' 

They  passed  down  the  long  room  together 
— a  pattern,  to  the  younger  generation,  of 
politeness  and  mutual  respect.  And  that 
which  one  or  other  did  not  see  was  not  worth 
comprehension. 

'  Who,'  asked  Sir  John,  when  they  had 
passed  into  the  other  room,  '  who  is  the  tall 
fair  girl  who  was  sitting  near  the  fireplace  ?  ' 
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He  did  not  seem  to  think  it  necessary  to 
ask  Lady  Cantourne  whether  she  had  noticed 
the  object  of  his  curiosity. 

'I  was  just  wondering,'  rephed  Lady  Can- 
tourne, stirring  her  tea  comfortably.  '  I  will 
find  out.  She  interests  me.  She  is  diiTerent 
from  the  rest.' 

'  And  she  does  not  let  it  be  seen — that  is 
what  I  like,'  said  Sir  John.  '  The  great 
secret  of  success  in  the  world  is  to  be 
different  from  other  people  and  conceal  the 
fact.'  He  stood  his  full  height,  aud  looked 
round  with  blinking,  cynical  eyes.  '  They 
are  all  very  like  each  other,  and  they  fail  to 
conceal  that.' 

'  I  disHke  a  person,'  said  Lady  Cantourne 
in  her  tolerant  way,  '  who  looks  out  of  place 
anywhere.     That  girl  would  never  look  so.' 

Sir  John  was  still  looking  round,  seeing 
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all  that  there  was  to  be  seen,  and 
much  that  was  not  intended  for  that  pur- 
pose. 

'  Some  of  them,'  he  said,  '  will  look  self- 
conscious  in  heaven.' 

'  I  hope  so,'  said  Lady  Cantourne  quietly  ; 
'  that  is  the  least  one  may  expect.' 

'  I  trust  that  there  will  be  no  skirt ' 

Sir  John  broke  off  suddenly  with  a  quick 
smile.  '  I  was  about  to  be  profane,'  he  said, 
taking  her  cup.  '  But  I  know  you  do  not 
like  it.' 

She  looked  up  at  him  with  a  wan  little 
smile.  She  was  wondering  whether  he 
remembered  as  well  as  she  did  that  half  an 
ordinary  lifetime  lay  between  that  moment 
and  the  occasion  when  she  reproved  his 
profanity. 

'  Come,'  she  said,  rising,  '  take  me  back  to 
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the  drawing-room,  and  I  will  make  somebody 
introduce  me  to  the  girl.' 

Jocelyn  Gordon,  sitting  near  the  fire, 
talking  to  a  white-moustached  explorer,  and 
listening  good-naturedly  to  a  graphic  account 
of  travels  which  had  been  put  in  the  back- 
ground by  more  recent  wanderers,  was  some- 
what astounded  when  the  hostess  came  up  to 
her  a  few  minutes  later,  and  introduced  a 
stout  little  lady,  with  twinkling,  kindly  eyes 
by  the  name  of  Lady  Cantourne.  She  had 
heard  vaguely  of  Lady  Cantourne  as  a 
society  leader  of  the  old  school,  but  had  no 
clue  to  this  obviously  intentional  intro- 
duction. 

'  You  are  wondering,'  said  Lady  Can- 
tourne, when  she  had  sent  the  explorer  on 
his  travels  elsewhere  in  order  that  she  might 
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have  liis   seat — 'you    are   wondering   why  I 
asked  to  know  you.' 

She  looked  into  the  girl's  face  with  bright, 
searching  eyes. 

'  I  am  afraid  I  was,'  admitted  Jocelyn. 

'  I  have  two  reasons  :  one  vulgar — the 
other  sentimental.  The  vulgar  reason  was 
curiosity.  I  like  to  know  people  whose 
appearance  prepossesses  me.  I  am  an  old 
woman — no,  you  need  not  shake  your  head, 
my  dear  !  not  with  me — I  am  almost  a  very 
old  woman,  but  not  quite  ;  and  all  my  life 
I  have  trusted  in  appearances.  And,'  she 
paused,  studying  the  lace  of  her  fan,  '  I 
suppose,  I  have  not  made  more  mistakes  than 
other  people.  I  have  always  made  a  point 
of  trying  to  get  to  know  people  whose 
appearance    I    like.       That    is     my    vulgar 
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reason.     You  do  not  mind  my  saying  so — do 

you  ? ' 

Jocelyn  laughed  with  slightly  heightened 
colour,  which  Lady  Cantourne  noted  with  an 
appreciative  little  nod. 

'  My  other  reason  is  that,  years  ago  at 
school,  I  knew  a  girl  who  was  very  like  you. 
I  loved  her  intensely — for  a  short  time — as 
girls  do  at  school,  you  know.  Her  name  was 
Treseaton — the  Honourable  Julia  Treseaton.' 

'  My  mother  ! '  said  Jocelyn  eagerly. 

'  I  thoucfht  so.  I  did  not  think  so  at 
first,  but  w^hen  you  spoke  I  was  certain  of 
it.  She  had  a  way  with  her  lips.  I  am 
afraid  she  is  dead.' 

'  Yes ;  she  died  nearly  twenty-five  years 
ago  in  Africa.' 

'  Africa — whereabouts  in  Africa  ?  ' 

Then  suddenly  Jocelyn  remembered  where 
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she  had  heard  Lady  Cantoiirne's  name.  It 
had  only  been  mentioned  to  her  once.  And 
this  was  the  aunt  with  whom  MiUicent  Chyne 
lived.  This  cheery  little  lady  knew  Jack 
Meredith  and  Guy  Oscard  ;  and  Millicent 
Chyne's  daily  life  was  part  of  her  existence. 

'  The  West  Coast,'  she  answered  vaguely. 
She  wanted  time  to  think — to  arrange  things 
in  her  mind.  She  was  afraid  of  the  mention 
of  Jack's  name  in  the  presence  of  this  woman 
of  the  world.  She  did  not  mind  Maurice  or 
Guy  Oscard — but  it  was  different  with  a 
woman.  She  could  hardly  have  said  a  better 
thing,  because  it  took  Lady  Cantourne  some 
seconds  to  work  out  in  her  mind  where  the 
West  Coast  of  Africa  was. 

^  That  is  the  unhealthy  coast,  is  it  not  ?  ' 
asked  her  ladyship. 

'  Yes.' 
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Jocelyn  hardly  heard  the  question.  She 
was  looking  round  with  a  sudden,  breathless 
eagerness.  It  was  probable  that  Millicent 
Chyne  was  in  the  rooms ;  and  she  never 
doubted  that  she  would  know  her  face. 

'  And  I  suppose  you  know  that  part  of  the 
world  very  well  ?  '  said  Lady  Cantourne,  who 
had  detected  a  cliange  in  her  companion's 
manner. 

'  Oh,  yes.' 

'  Have  you  ever  heard  of  a  place  called 
Loango  ? ' 

'  Oh,  yes.     I  live  there.' 

'  Indeed,  how  very  interesting !  I  am 
very  much  interested  in  Loango  just  now, 
I  must  tell  you.  But  I  did  not  know  that 
anybody  lived  there.' 

'  No  one  does  by  choice,'  explained 
Jocelyn.      '  My   father   was  a  judge  on  the 
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Coast,  and  since  his  death  my  brother 
Maurice  has  held  an  appointment  at  Loango. 
We  are  obhged  to  hve  there  for  eight  months 
in  the  twelve.' 

She  knew  it  was  coming.  But,  as  chance 
would  have  it,  it  was  easier  than  she  could 
h:ive  hoped.  For  some  reason  Lady  Can- 
tourne  looked  straight  in  front  of  her  when 
she  asked  the  question. 

'  Then  you  have,  no  doubt,  met  a  friend 
of  mine,  Mr.  Meredith  ?  Indeed,  two  friends  ; 
for  I  understand  that  Guy  Oscard  is  associated 
with  hiin  in  this  wonderful  discovery.' 

'  Oil,  yes,'  replied  Jocelyn,  with  a  carefully 
modulated  interest,  '  I  have  met  them  both. 
Mr.  Oscard  lunched  with  us  shortly  before 
we  left  Africa.' 

'Ah,  that  was  when  he  disappeared  so 
suddenly.     We  never  got  quite  to  the  base  of 
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that  affair.  He  left  at  a  moment's  notice  on 
receipt  of  a  telegram  or  something,  only 
leaving  a  short  and  somewhat  vague  note  for 
ray — for  us.  He  wrote  from  Africa,  I  believe, 
but  I  never  heard  the  details.  I  imagine 
Jack  Meredith  was  in  some  difficulty.  But  it 
is  a  wonderful  scheme  this,  is  it  not  ?  They 
are  certain  to  make  a  fortune,  I  understand.' 

'  So  people  say,'  replied  Jocelyn.  It  was 
a  choice  to  tell  all — to  tell  as  much  as  she 
herself  knew — or  nothing.  So  she  told 
nothing.  She  could  not  say  that  she  had 
been  forced  by  a  sudden  breakdown  of  her 
brother's  health  to  leave  Loango  while  Jack 
Meredith's  fate  Avas  still  wrapped  in  doubt. 
She  could  not  tell  Lady  Cantourne  that  all 
her  world  was  in  Africa — that  she  was 
countincr  the  davs  until  she  could  ^o  back 
thither.     She  could  not  lift  for  a  second  the 
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veil  that  hid  the  aching,  restless  anxiety  in 
her  heart,  the  life -absorbing  desire  to  know 
whetlier  Guy  Oscard  had  reached  the  Plateau 
in  time.  Her  heart  was  so  sore  that  she 
could  not  even  speak  of  Jack  Meredith's 
danger. 

'  How  strange,'  said  Lady  Cantourne,  '  to 
think  that  you  are  actually  living  in  Loango, 
and  that  you  are  the  last  person  who  has 
spoken  to  Jack  Meredith !  There  are  two 
people  in  this  house  to-night  who  would  like 
to  ask  you  questions  from  now  till  morning, 
but  neither  of  them  will  do  it.  Did  you  see 
me  go  through  the  room  just  now  with  a  tall 
gentleman — rather  old  ?  ' 

'  Yes,'  answered  Jocelyn. 

'That  was  Sir  John  Meredith,  Jack's 
father,'  said  Lady  Cantourne  in  a  lowered 
voice.      'They  have    quarrelled,   you  know. 
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People  say  that  Sir  John  does  not  care — that 
he  is  heartless,  and  all  that  sort  of  thing. 
The  world  never  says  the  other  sort  of  thing, 
one  finds.  But — but  I  think  I  know  to  the 
contrary.  He  feels  it  very  deeply.  He 
would  give  worlds  to  hear  some  news  of 
Jack  ;  but  he  won't  ask  it,  you  know.' 
'Yes,'  said  Jocelyn,  '  I  understand.' 
She  saw  what  was  coming,  and  she  desired 
it  intensely,  while  still  feeling  afraid — as  if 
they  were  walking  on  some  sacred  ground 
and  might  at  any  moment  make  a  false  step. 
'  I  should  like  Sir  John  to  meet  you,'  said 
Lady  Cantourne  pleasantly.  '  Will  you  come 
to  tea  some  afternoon  ?  Strange  to  say,  he 
asked  who  you  were  not  half  an  hour  ago. 
It  almost  seems  like  instinct,  does  it  not  ?  I 
do  not  believe  in  mystic  things  about  spirits 
and    souls   cfoincr  out  to  each   other,  and  all 
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that  nonsense ;  but  I  believe  in  instinct. 
Will  you  come  to-morrow  ?  You  are  here 
to-night  with  Mrs.  Sander,  are  you  not?  I 
know  her.  She  will  let  you  come  alone. 
Five  o'clock.  You  will  see  my  niece,  Milli- 
cent.  She  is  engaged  to  be  married  to  Jack 
Meredith,  you  know.  That  is  why  they 
quarrelled — the  father  and  son.  You  will 
lind  a  little  difficulty  with  her  too.  She  is  a 
difficult  girl.  But  I  dare  say  you  will  manage 
to  tell  her  what  she  wants  to  know.' 

'  Yes,'  said  Jocelyn  quietly — almost  too 
quietly,  '  I  shall  manage.' 

Lady  Cantourne  rose,  and  so  did  Jocelyn. 

'  You  know,'  she  said,  looking  up  into  the 
girl's  face,  'it  is  a  good  action.  That  is  why 
I  ask  you  to  do  it.  It  is  not  often  that  one 
has  the  opportunity  of  doing  a  good  action 
to  which  even   one's   dearest   friend   cannot 
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attribute  an  ulterior  motive.  Who  is  that 
man  over  there  ?  ' 

'  That  is  my  brother.' 

'  I  should  like  to  know  him  ;  but  do  not 
bring  him  to-morrow.  We  women  are 
better  alone — you  understand  ?  ' 

With  a  confidential  little  nod,  the  great 
lady  went  away  to  attend  to  other  affairs  ; 
possibly  to  carry  through  some  more  good 
actions  of  a  safe  nature. 

It  was  plain  to  Jocelyn  that  Maurice  was 
looking  for  some  one.  He  had  just  come, 
and  was  making  his  way  through  the  crowd. 
Presently  she  managed  to  touch  his  elbow. 

'Oh,  there  you  are!'  he  exclaimed;  'I 
want  you.     Come  out  of  this  room.' 

He  offered  her  his  arm,  and  together  tliey 
made  their  way  out  of  the  crowded  room  into 
a  snlaller  apartment  where  an  amateur  reciter 
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was  hovering  disconsolately,  awaiting  an 
audience. 

'Here/  said  Maurice,  when  they  were 
alone,  '  I  have  just  had  this  telegram.' 

He  handed  her  the  thin,  white  submarine 
telegraph-form  w^ith  its  streaks  of  adhesive 
text. 

'  Belief  entirely  successful.  Meredith 
Joseph  returned  Loango.  Meredith  bad 
health.' 

Jocel}^!  drew  a  deep  breath. 

'  So  that's  all  right — eh  ?  '  said  Maurice 
heartily. 

'  Yes,'  answered  Jocelyn,  '  that  is  all 
right.' 
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CHAPTER  XXX 

OLD    BIRDS 

Angels  call  it  liearenly  joy ; 
Infernal  tortures  the  devils  say  ; 
And  men  ?     Tliey  call  it — Love. 

'  By  the  way,  clear,'  said  Lady  Cantourne  to 
her  niece  the  next  afternoon,  '  I  have  asked 
a  Miss  Gordon  to  come  to  tea  this  afternoon. 
I  met  her  hast  night  at  the  Fitzmannerings. 
She  hves  in  Loango  and  knows  Jack.  I 
thought  you  might  hkc  to  know  her.  She  is 
exceptionally  ladylike  and  rather  pretty.' 

And  straightway  ffiss  Milhcent  Chyne 
went  upstairs  to  put  on  her  best  dress. 

We   men   cannot   expect   to    understand 
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these  small  matters — these  exigencies,  as  it 
were,  of  female  life.  But  we  may  be  per- 
mitted to  note  feebly  en  passant  through 
existence  that  there  are  occasions  when 
women  put  on  their  best  clothes  without  the 
desire  to  please.  And,  while  IMillicent  Chyne 
was  actually  attiring  herself,  Jocelyn  Gordon, 
in  another  house  not  so  far  away,  was  busy 
with  that  beautiful  hair  of  hers,  patting  here, 
drawing  out  there,  pinning,  poking,  pressing 
with  all  the  cunning  that  her  fingers 
possessed. 

When  they  met  a  little  later  in  Lady 
Cantourne's  uncompromisingly  solid  and  old- 
fashioned  drawing-room,  one  may  be  certain 
that  nothing  was  lost. 

'My  aunt  tells  me,'  began  Millicent  at 
once  with  that  degage  treatment  of  certain 
topics   hitherto   held    sacred    which   obtains 
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among' young  folks  to-day,  '  that  you  know 
Loango.' 

'  Oh,  yes — I  hve  tliere/ 

'  And  you  know  Mr.  Meredith  ?  ' 

'  Yes,  and  Mr.  Oscard  also.' 

There  was  a  little  pause,  while  two  politely 
smiling  pairs  of  eyes  probed  each  other. 

'  She  knows  something — how  much  ?  '  was 
behind  one  pair  of  eyes. 

'  She  cannot  find  out — I  am  not  afraid  of 
her,'  behind  the  other. 

And  Lady  Cantourne,  the  proverbial 
looker-on,  slowly  rubbed  her  white  hands  one 
over  the  other. 

'  All,  yes,'  said  Millicent  unblushingly — 
that  was  her  strong  point,  blushing  in  the 
right  place,  but  not  in  the  wrong — '  Mr. 
Oscard  is  associated  with  Mr.  Meredith,  is  he 
not,  in  this  hare-brained  scheme  ?  ' 
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'I  believe  they  are  together  in  it — the 
Simiacine,  you  mean  ?  '  said  Jocelyn. 

'  What  else  could  she  mean  ? '  reflected 
the  looker-on. 

'Yes — the  Simiacine.  Such  a  singular 
name,  is  it  not  ?  I  always  say  they  will  ruin 
themselves  suddenly.  People  always  do, 
don't  they  ?  But  wdiat  do  you  think  of  it  ? 
I  sliould  like  to  know.' 

'  I  think  they  certainly  will  make  a  for- 
tune,' replied  Jocelyn — and  she  noted  the 
light  in  Millicent's  eyes  with  a  sudden  feeling 
of  dislike — '  unless  the  risks  prove  too  great 
and  they  are  forced  to  abandon  it.' 

'What  risks?'  asked  Millicent,  quite  for- 
getting to  modulate  her  voice. 

'  Well,  of  course,  the  Ogowe  river  is  most 
horribly  unhealtliy,  and  there  are  other  risks. 
The    natives   in    the  plains    surrounding    the 
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Simiacine  Plateau  are  antagonistic.  Indeed, 
the  Plateau  was  surrounded  and  quite  be- 
sieged when  we  left  Africa.' 

It  may  have  hurt  ]\Iillicent,  but  it  hurt 
Jocelyn  more — for  the  smile  had  left  her 
hearer's  face.  She  was  off  her  guard,  as  she 
had  been  once  before  when  Sir  John  was 
near,  and  Millicent's  face  betrayed  something 
which  Jocelyn  saw  at  once  with  a  sick  heart 
— something  that  Sir  John  knew  from  the 
morning  when  he  had  seen  Millicent  open 
two  letters — something  that  Lady  Cantourne 
had  known  all  along. 

'  And  was  Mr.  Meredith  on  the  Plateau 
when  it  was  besieged  ?  '  asked  Milhcent  with 
a  drawn,  crooked  smile. 

'  Yes,'  answered  Jocelyn.  She  could  not 
help  seizing  the  poor  little  satisfaction  of  this 
punishment ;  but  she  felt  all  the  while  that  it 
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was  nothing  to  the  punishment  slie  was  bear- 
ing, and  would  bear  all  her  life.  There  are 
few  more  contradictory  things  than  the  heart 
of  a  woman  who  really  loves.  For  one  man 
it  is  very  tender  ;  for  the  rest  of  the  world  it 
is  the  hardest  heart  on  earth  if  it  is  called 
upon  to  defend  the  object  of  its  love  or  the 
love  itself. 

'  But,'  cried  Millicent,  '  of  course  some- 
thing was  done.  They  could  never  leave  Mr. 
Meredith  unprotected.' 

'  Yes,'  answered  Jocelyn  quietly,  '  Mr. 
Oscar d  went  up  and  rescued  him.  My 
brother  heard  yesterday  that  the  rehef  had 
been  effected.' 

Millicent  smiled  again  in  her  light-hearted 
way. 

«  That  is  all  right,'  she  said.  '  What  a  good 
think  we  did  not  know !     Just  think,  auntie 
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dear,  what  a  lot  of  anxiety   we   have   been 
spared  ! ' 

'  In  the  height  of  the  season^  too  ! '  said 
Jocelyn. 

*Ye — es,' rephed  MiUicent,  rather  doubt- 
fully. 

Lady  Cantourne  was  puzzled.  There  was 
something  going  on  which  she  did  not  under- 
stand. Within  the  sound  of  the  pleasant 
conversation  there  was  the  cliqiietis  of  the 
foil ;  behind  the  polite  smile  tliere  was  the 
gleam  of  steel.  She  was  rather  relieved  to 
turn  at  this  moment  and  see  Sir  John  Mere- 
dith entering  the  room  with  his  usual  courtly 
bow.  He  always  entered  her  drawing-room 
like  that.  Ah  !  that  little  secret  of  a  mutual 
respect.  Some  people  who  are  young  now 
will  wish,  before  they  have  grown  old,  that 
they  had  known  it. 
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He  shook  hands  with  Lady  Cantourne 
and  with  Milhcent.  Then  he  stood  with  a 
deferential  half-bow,  waiting  for  the  introduc- 
tion to  the  girl  who  was  young  enough  to 
be  his  daughter — almost  to  be  his  grand- 
daughter. There  was  something  pathetic 
and  yet  proud  in  this  old  man's  uncompro- 
mising adherence  to  the  lessons  of  his 
youth. 

'  Sir  John  Meredith — Miss  Gordon.* 

The  beginning — the  thin  end  of  the 
wedge,  as  the  homely  saying  has  it — the  end 
which  we  introduce  almost  every  day  of  our 
lives,  little  suspecting  to  what  it  may  broaden 
out. 

'I  had  the  pleasure  of  seeing  you  last 
night,'  said  Sir  John  at  once,  *  at  Lady 
Fitzmannering's  evening  party,  or  "At 
Home,"    I    believe     we    call     them    nowa- 
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days.  Some  of  the  guests  read  the  invitation 
too  much  au  pied  de  la  lettre  for  my  taste. 
They  were  so  much  at  home  that  I,  fearing 
to  intrude,  left  rather  early.' 

'  I  beheve  the  skirt-dancing  frightened 
you  away,  Sir  John,'  said  Milhcent  merrily. 

'Even  old  birds,  my  dear  young  lady,  may 
sometimes  be  alarmed  by  a  scarecrow.' 

'  I  missed  you  quite  early  in  the  evening,' 
put  in  Lady  Cantourne,  sternly  refusing  to 
laugh.  She  had  not  had  an  opportunity  of 
seeing  him  since  her  conversation  with 
Jocelyn,  and  the  dangers  of  the  .  situation 
were  fully  appreciated  by  such  an  experi- 
enced woman  of  the  world. 

'They  began  to  clear  the  upper  end  of 
the  room,'  he  explained,  '  and  I  assisted 
them  in  the  most  practical  manner  in  my 
power.' 

VOL.    II.  T 


274  WITH   EDGED   TOOLS 

He  was  beginning  to  wonder  why  he  had 
])een  mvited — nay,  ahnost  commanded — to 
come,  by  an  imperious  little  note.  And  of 
late,  whenever  Sir  John  began  to  w^onder  he 
began  also  to  feel  old.  Ilis  fingers  strayed 
towards  his  unsteady  lips  as  if  he  were  about 
to  make  one  of  those  little  movements  of 
senile  helplessness  to  which  he  sometimes 
gave  way. 

For  a  moment  Lady  Cantourne  hesitated 
between  two  strokes  of  social  diplomacy — but 
only  for  a  moment.  She  had  heard  the  bell 
rino-,  and  trusted  that  at  the  other  end  of  the 
Avire  there  might  be  one  of  those  fatuous 
young  men  who  nibbled  at  that  wire  like 
foolish  fish  round  a  gilt  spoon-bait.  Her 
ladyship  decided  to  carry  on  the  social  farce 
a  few  minutes  lousier,  instead  of  offerino^  the 
explanation  which  all  were  awaiting. 
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'  We  women,'  she  said,  '  were  not  so  easily 
deterred  from  our  social  duties.' 

At  tliis  moment  tlie  door  opened,  and 
there  entered  a  complex  odour  of  hairwasli 
and  perfumery — a  collar  wdiich  must  have 
been  nearly  related  to  a  cuff,  and  a  pair  of 
tight  patent-leather  boots,  all  attached  to  and 
somewhat  overpowering  a  young  man. 

'  Ah,  my  dear  Mr.  Grubb,'  said  Lady 
Cantourne,  '  how  good  of  you  to  call  so  soon  ! 
You  will  have  some  tea.  MilUcent,  give  Mr. 
Grrubb  some  tea.' 

'Not  too  strong,'  added  Sir  John, apparently 
to  himself,  under  the  cover  of  Mr.  Grubb't; 
somewhat  scrappy  greeting. 

Then  Lady  Cantourne  went  to  the  con- 
servatory and  left  Sir  John  and  Jocelyn  at  tlie 
end   of   the    long    room    together.     There    k 

T  2 
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nothing  like  a  woman's  instinct.  Jocelyn 
spoke  at  once. 

'  Lady  Cantourne,'  she  said,  '  kindly  asked 
me  to  meet  you  to-day  on  purpose.  I  live 
at  Loango  ;  I  know  your  son,  Mr.  Meredith, 
and  we  thought  you  might  like  to  hear  about 
him  and  about  Loango.' 

She  knew  that  with  a  man  like  Sir  John 
any  indirect  approach  to  the  subject  would  be 
courting  failure.  His  veiled  old  eyes  suddenly 
hghted  up,  and  he  turned  to  glance  over  his 
shoulder. 

'  Yes,'  he  said  with  a  strange  hesitation, 
'  yes — you  are  kind.  Of  course  I  am  interested. 
I  wonder,'  he  went  on  with  a  sudden  change 
of  manner,  '  I  wonder  how  much  you  know  ?  ' 

His  unsteady  hand  was  resting  on  her 
o-loved  fmgers,  and  he  blinked  at  it  as  if 
wondering  how  it  got  there. 
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Jocelyn  did  not  seem  to  notice. 

'  I  know,'  she  answered,  '  that  you  have 
had  a  difference  of  opinion — but  no  one  else 
knows.  You  must  not  think  that  Mr.  Meredith 
has  spoken  of  his  private  affairs  to  any  one 
else.  The  circumstances  were  exceptional, 
and  Mr.  Meredith  thouofht  that  it  was  due  to 
me  to  give  me  an  explanation.' 

Sir  John  looked  a  little  puzzled,  and 
Jocelyn  ^vent  on  rather  hastily  to  explain  : 

'  My  brother  and  Mr.  Meredith  were  at 
Eton  together.  They  met  somewhere  up  the 
Coast,  and  my  brother  asked  Mr.  Meredith  to 
come  and  stay.  It  happened  that  Maurice 
was  away  when  Mr.  Meredith  arrived,  and  I 
did  not  know  who  he  was,  so  he  explained.' 

'  I  see,'  said  Sir  John.  '  And  you  and 
your  brother  have  been  kind  to  my  boy.' 

Somehow  he  seemed  to  have  forgotten  to 
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be  cynical.  He  had  never  known  what  it  is 
to  have  a  daughter,  and  she  was  ignorant  of 
the  pleasant  everyday  amenities  of  a  father's 
love.  As  there  is  undoubtedly  such  a  thing  as 
love  at  first  sight,  so  must  there  be  sympathy 
at  first  sight.  For  Jocelyn  it  w^as  comprehen- 
sible— nay,  it  was  most  natural.  This  was 
Jack's  father.  In  his  manner,  in  everything 
about  him,  there  w^ere  suggestions  of  Jack. 
This  seemed  to  be  a  creature  hewn,  as  it  were, 
from  the  same  material,  moulded  on  the  same 
Ih  e?,  w^ith  Slightly  divergent  tools.  And  for 
him — ^vho  can  tell?  The  love  that  was  in 
lier  heart  may  have  reached  out  to  meet 
almost  as  great  a  love  locked  up  in  his  proud 
soul.  It  may  have  shown  itself  to  him,  openly, 
fearlessly,  recklessly,  as  love  sometimes  does 
when  it  is  strong  and  pure. 

He  had  carefully  selected  a  seat  within  the 
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sliadow  of  the  curtains  ;  but  Jocei}'!!  saw  quite 
suddenly  that  he  was  an  older  man  than  she 
had  taken  him  to  be  the  evening  before.  She 
saw  through  the  deception  of  the  piteous 
wig — the  whole  art  that  strove  to  conceal 
the  sure  decay  of  the  body,  despite  the 
desperate  effort  of  a  mind  still  fresh  and 
vigorous. 

'  And  I  dare  say,'  he  said,  with  a  somewhat 
lame  attempt  at  cynicism,  '  that  you  have 
heard  no  good  of  me  ?  ' 

But  Jocelyn  would  liave  none  of  that. 
She  was  no  child  to  be  abashed  by  sarcasm, 
but  a  woman,  completed  and  perfected  by  her 
love. 

'Excuse  me,'  she  said  sharply;  'but  that 
is  not  the  truth,  and  you  know  it.  You  know 
as  well  as  I  do  that  your  son  would  never  say 
a  word  against  you.' 
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Sir  John  looked  hastily  round.  Lady 
Cantourne  had  come  into  the  room  and  was 
talking  to  the  two  young  people.  Milhcent 
was  glancing  uneasily  over  Mr.  Grubb's  brain- 
less cranium  towards  them.  Sir  John's  stiff, 
unsteady  fingers  fumbled  for  a  moment  round 
his  lips. 

'  Yes,'  he  said,  '  I  was  wron^^.' 
'  He  has  always  spoken  of  you  with  the 
greatest  love  and  respect,'  said  Jocelyn ; 
'  more  than  that,  with  admiration.  But  he 
very  rarely  spoke  of  you  at  all,  which  I 
think  means  more.' 

Sir  John  blinked,  and  suddenly  pulled 
himself  together  with  a  backward  jerk  of 
the  arms  which  was  habitual  w^ith  him.  It 
almost  seemed  as  if  he  said  to  himself,  as 
he  squared  his  shoulders,  'Come,  no  giving 
way  to  old  age  ! ' 
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'  Has  his  health  been  good  ?  '  he  asked 
rather  formally. 

'  I  believe  so,  until  quite  lately.  My 
brother  heard  yesterday  by  telegram  that  he 
was  at  Loango  in  broken  health,'  replied 
Jocelyn. 

Sir  John  was  looking  at  lier  keenly — his 
hard  blue  eyes  like  steel  between  ihe  lidless 
lashes. 

'  You  disquiet  me,'  he  said.  '  I  have  a  sort 
of  feeling  that  you  have  bad  news  to  tell  me.' 

'  Xo,'  she  answered,  '  not  exactly.  But  it 
seems  to  me  that  no  one  realises  what  he  is 
doing  out  in  Africa — what  risks  he  is 
running.' 

'  Tell  me,'  he  said,  drawing  in  his  chair. 
'  I  will  not  interrupt  you.  Tell  me  all  you 
know  from  beginning  to  end.  I  am  naturally 
— somewhat  interested.' 
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So  Jocelyn  told  him.  And  what  she  said 
was  only  a  recapitulation  of  facts  known  to 
such  as  have  followed  these  pages  to  this 
point.  But  the  story  did  not  sound  quite  the 
same  as  that  related  to  Millicent.  It  was 
fuller,  and  there  were  certain  details  touched 
upon  lightly  wdiich  had  before  been  em- 
phasised— details  of  dangers  run  and  risks 
incurred.  Also  was  it  listened  to  in  a  different 
spirit,  without  shallow  comment,  with  a  deeper 
insight.  Suddenly  he  bi'oke  into  the  narrative. 
He  saw — keen  old  worldling  that  he  was — a 
discrepancy. 

'But,'  he  said,  'there  was  no  one  in 
Loango  connected  with  the  scheme  who  ' — he 
paused,  touching  her  sleeve  w^ith  a  bony 
finger — '  who  sent  the  telegram  home  to 
young  Oscard — the  telegram  calling  him  out 
to  Jack's  rehef  ?' 
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*  Oh/  she  explained  lightly, 'I  did.  My 
brother  was  away,  so  there  was  no  one  else 
to  do  it,  you  see  ! ' 

'  Yes — I  see.' 

And  perhaps  he  did. 

Lady  Cantonrne  helped  them  skilfully. 
But  there  came  a  time  when  Millicent  would 
stand  it  no  longer,  and  the  amiable  Grubb 
wriggled  out  of  the  room,  crushed  by  a  too 
obvious  dismissal. 

Sir  John  rose  at  once,  and  when  Millicent 
reached  them  they  were  talking  of  the 
previous  evening's  entertainment. 

Sir  John  took  his  leave.  He  boAved  over 
Jocelyn's  hand,  and  Millicent,  watching  them 
keenly,  could  see  nothing — no  gleam  of  a 
mutual  understanding  in  the  pohtely  smihng 
eves. 
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'  Perhaps,'  he  said,  '  I  may  have  the 
pleasure  of  meeting  you  again  ? ' 

'  I  am  afraid  it  is  doubtful,'  she  answered, 
with  something  that  sounded  singularly  like 
exultation  in  her  voice.  '  We  are  going  back 
to  Africa  almost  at  once.' 

And  she,  also,  took  her  leave  of  Lady 
Cantourne. 


THE  END  OF  THE  SECOND  VOLUME 
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